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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation analyzes the role of quantification in the history of Christian 
mission by placing David B. Barrett’s World Christian Encyclopedia (1982) in its 
historical context. It argues that Barrett’s unique mixture of education, professional 
background, and geographical location in Africa helped him develop an understanding of 
world Christianity based on its newly-discovered diversity and fragmentation at the end 
of the British Empire. The Encyclopedia presented a comprehensive quantitative 
assessment of membership in all branches of the Church and helped shape contemporary 
understandings of world Christianity. In making explicit connections among world 
Christianity, mission history, and the social scientific study of religion, this dissertation 
sheds lights on the history of religious data in relationship to world Christianity. 
This study shows that Barrett was part of a long history of missionaries who 
produced church-based, scientific scholarship. It illustrates the ubiquity of such 
scholarship throughout the history of mission, demonstrated through an analysis of 
missionary quantification from the Jesuits to Barrett, including the Christian roots of 
  viii 
American sociology. This analysis contends that American sociology in the 1960s—
when Barrett received his Ph.D. in religion from Columbia University—was 
fundamentally shaped by the history of missionaries who produced social scientific 
research. 
The Encyclopedia was conceived, developed, and produced in Africa. Barrett’s 
location in Nairobi, Kenya, with the Church Missionary Society during the rise of 
African nationalism and decolonization informed his perspective on world Christianity. 
Much like the African Independent Churches he studied, Barrett broke off from the 
missionary establishment and threw his support behind “heretical” African groups. This 
analysis of Barrett’s experience in Kenya suggests that the growth of African Christianity 
was fundamental to reshaping definitions of world Christianity. 
This dissertation contributes to existing scholarship by historically placing the 
World Christian Encyclopedia in its theological, geographic, political, and social 
contexts. This study shows that Barrett was the first person to quantify religious 
adherence of all kinds and to equally represent all of world Christianity in one book. 
Further, the Encyclopedia indicated that a new era of world Christianity had come, and its 
center of gravity had moved from white Europe to black Africa.  
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1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Project Description 
In 1982, Oxford University Press published the 1,010-page World Christian 
Encyclopedia: A Comparative Survey of Churches and Religions in the Modern World, 
A.D. 1900–2000.1 The World Christian Encyclopedia (WCE) contained information on 
20,800 Christian denominations in every country of the world and represented 8,990 
people groups who spoke 7,010 languages. This text presented, for the first time, a 
comprehensive quantitative assessment of all branches of global Christianity. The media, 
scholars, and mission researchers hailed it as a vital resource. In a 1982 TIME article, 
journalist Richard Ostling called the WCE “a miracle from Nairobi.”2 However, almost 
nothing exists about where this text came from, how it was researched or compiled, and 
what impact it had on modern understandings of what is now called “world Christianity.” 
It is critical to investigate the religious, social, political, and intellectual contexts of the 
WCE’s author, David B. Barrett (1927–2011), to understand the World Christian 
Encyclopedia. This dissertation places the World Christian Encyclopedia in its historical 
context and argues that David Barrett’s unique mixture of education, professional 
background, and geographical location in Africa helped him develop a new, post-colonial 
definition of world Christianity. 
                                                 
1 David B. Barrett, ed., World Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative Study of Churches and 
Religions in the Modern World, A.D. 1900–2000 (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1982). 
 
2 Richard Ostling, “Counting Every Soul on Earth,” TIME, May 3, 1982. Ostling also stated that, 
“[The World Christian Encyclopedia] is a benchmark for our understanding of the true religious nature of 
the planet,” and described Barrett as the “Linnaeus of religious taxonomy.” 
  
2 
Barrett arrived in Nairobi, Kenya, with the Church Missionary Society in 1957 
amid nationalist movements leading up to the demise of British colonialism.3 He was a 
trained aeronautical engineer, ordained Anglican priest, and earned a Ph.D. in religion 
from Columbia University in 1965. He started his work by conducting field surveys of 
church affiliations in Kenya, but his research quickly expanded to encompass religious 
affiliations of all types throughout Africa and eventually worldwide. In the process, he 
established the Unit of Research of the Church of the Province of East Africa in Nairobi 
in 1965. After 13 years (1968–1981) of research and travel to 212 countries, Barrett’s 
work culminated in the WCE, which served as a foundation for quantitative studies of 
religious adherence and helped shape contemporary perceptions of the world Christian 
movement.  
The key research question is: why and how did Barrett produce the world’s most 
exhaustive taxonomy of religious adherents and the most comprehensive quantitative 
assessment of global Christianity to date? The answers lay in the unique mixture of 
Barrett’s academic and geographic contexts. He was a British Anglican missionary with a 
doctorate in religion from an American university and worked among indigenous 
populations in East Africa in the 1960s and 1970s. No one matched Barrett’s 
achievement of quantifying the world, though his work did align with a long tradition of 
                                                 
3 John Stuart, British Missionaries and the End of Empire: East, Central, and Southern Africa, 
1939–64 (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001), 7–10. 
 David B. Barrett was born in Llandudno, Northern Wales, United Kingdom on August 30, 1927. 
He graduated from the University of Cambridge in 1945 with a bachelor’s, and in 1952 with a master’s, in 
aeronautics. He worked at Britain’s Royal Aircraft Establishment from 1948 to 1952 in aviation design. He 
quit upon re-assignment to bomb design and entered the ministry of the Church of England. He was 
ordained a deacon in 1954 and a priest in 1955 in the Anglican Province of York.  
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missionaries who produced social scientific knowledge such as ethnographies, religious 
data, and population statistics. In the mid-twentieth century, many sociologists 
approached religion with a secular focus and predicted its demise by the year 2000, but 
Barrett’s working context in Africa was conducive to a different approach.4 He worked 
close to the ground with the religious communities he studied, and thus developed a 
methodology that drew from both qualitative and quantitative techniques. Rather than 
seeing the decline of religion, Barrett projected its growth and expansion. In 1970, he 
estimated there would be 350 million Christians in Africa by the year 2000.5 His findings 
challenged previous estimates for the size and scope of Christianity worldwide. 
 
Significance of the Project 
The primary significance of this study is to shed light on the importance of 
quantification in mission history and its role in shaping contemporary understandings of 
world Christianity. It does so through analyzing David B. Barrett’s World Christian 
Encyclopedia, a book that portrayed a fundamentally different picture of world 
Christianity. The WCE presented world Christianity as diverse and fragmented—not 
unified and cooperative—brought together only by self-identification within the church. 
Diversity and fragmentation were not “world Christianity” as defined by some 
                                                 
4 See Peter Berger, “A Bleak Outlook is Seen for Religion,” The New York Times, April 25, 1968, 
page 3; Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1969). 
 
5 David B. Barrett, “AD 2000: 350 Million Christians in Africa,” International Review of Mission 
59, no. 233 (January 1970): 39–54. Barrett was right—Africa was home to 359 million Christians in 2000. 
See Todd M. Johnson, Gina A. Zurlo, Albert W. Hickman, and Peter F. Crossing, “Christianity 2017: Five 
Hundred Years of Protestant Christianity,” International Bulletin of Mission Research 41, no. 1 (January 
2017): 50. 
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ecumenists who promoted church unification and the development of a “world church.”6 
Beginning with Barrett’s study of African Independent Churches (AICs), he built a new, 
post-colonial framework for defining and understanding world Christianity. The WCE 
developed amidst changing perspectives on quantification, social science, mission, and 
imperialism, with academic and Christian influences that spanned Africa, Europe, and 
North America. In drawing attention to the history of religious statistics, this dissertation 
makes explicit connections among world Christianity, mission history, and the social 
scientific study of religion.  
 
Missionaries and the Social Sciences 
 Christianity has a long history of quantitative analysis from both specialist and 
non-specialist perspectives. Highly-educated, cross-cultural missionaries all over the 
world gathered data on religion, conducted population surveys, and reported findings to 
their home base of support.7 Throughout the history of mission, religious data served as 
measurements of success or failure as well as motivation for starting new missions. Data 
on religion was increasingly popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
with the Mission Education Movement and an explosion of popular writing on missions.8 
                                                 
6 Henry P. Van Dusen, World Christianity Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow (London: SCM Press, 
Limited, 1948). 
 
7 See, for example, Pedro Murillo Velarde in the Philippines in Pedro Murillo Velarde, Historia de 
la Provincia de Philipinas de la Compañia de Jesus (Manila: En la Imprenta de la Compañia de Jesus, 
1716); Ignacio Lizasoaín in New Spain in Robert H. Jackson, “The Last Jesuit Censuses of the Pimería Alta 
Missions, 1761 and 1766,” Kiva 46, no. 4 (Summer 1981): 243–244. 
 
8 See, for example,  Gordon Hall and Samuel Newell, The Conversion of the World: or the Claims 
of Six Hundred Millions and the Ability and Duty of the Churches Respecting Them, 2nd ed. (Andover: 
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Today, religious statistics are pervasive throughout world Christianity literature to 
highlight the importance of movements, people, and methods.9 However, despite the 
ubiquity of such numbers, only recently has a comprehensive method for counting 
religious adherents been documented.10 Also, little has been published to uncover the 
historical origins of religious statistics. Whether properly attributed or not, many of the 
numbers cited by sociologists, demographers, world Christianity scholars, the media, and 
others today can be traced to the work of David Barrett and the World Christian 
Encyclopedia. Surprisingly little exists in print about Barrett’s significant contribution to 
understanding the religious state of the planet through quantitative means.11 Thus, this 
dissertation analyzes several strands of literature: the historical role of missionaries as 
producers of social scientific knowledge; the Christian roots of American sociology and 
its quantitative focus; and the study of African independence movements and indigenous 
Christianity in the 1960s.  
                                                                                                                                                 
ABCFM, Flagg & Gould, 1818); Duty of the Present Generation to Evangelize the World: An Appeal from 
the Missionaries at the Sandwich Islands to their Friends in the United States (Honolulu: Mission Press, 
1836); William B. Boyce, Statistics of Protestant Missionary Societies (London: William Nichols, 1874). 
 
9 See, for example, Mark Hutchinson and John Wolffe, A Short History of Global Evangelicalism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), chapter 8, “The Actual Arithmetic: A Survey of 
Contemporary Global Evangelicalism”; Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global 
Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 31–32; Mark Noll, From Every Tribe and Nation: A 
Historian’s Discovery of the Global Christian Story (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014), chapter 
13, “By the Numbers”; Dana L. Robert, Christian Mission: How Christianity Became a World Religion 
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 70; Dyron Daughrity, The Changing World of Christianity: The 
Global History of a Borderless Religion (New York: Peter Lang, 2010); Sebastian Kim and Kirsteen Kim, 
Christianity as a World Religion (London: Continuum, 2008), 4, 175, 224. 
 
10 Todd Johnson and Brian Grim, The World’s Religions in Figures: An Introduction to 
International Religious Demography (Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2013). 
 
11 The only known written account of Barrett’s life is a two-page obituary. See Todd M. Johnson, 
“David B. Barrett: Missionary Statistician,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research 36, no. 1 
(January 2012): 30–32. 
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This study contributes to the literature on the role of missionaries as producers of 
social scientific knowledge. In the sixteenth century, Roman Catholic missionaries—
particularly Jesuits—actively kept statistical records, enumerated local populations in the 
form of censuses, and employed map-making technologies to strengthen missionary 
activities overseas.12 Western missionaries in Africa, both Catholic and Protestant, 
produced ethnographies that helped provide the foundation for functionalist 
anthropology.13 Throughout the centuries, missionaries learned local languages, 
pioneered new geographical areas, and kept detailed records of the people and cultures 
they encountered.14 Missionaries unknowingly made important contributions to the 
contemporary social scientific study of religion. Further, the swell of popular writing on 
missions in the late nineteenth century helped popularize quantitative data on missions. 
Materials produced by research-oriented missionaries were highly influential, especially 
for David Barrett.15 
                                                 
12 For example, see the work of Matteo Ricci in China in Andrew C. Ross, A Vision Betrayed: The 
Jesuits in Japan and China, 1542–1742 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003); Ana Carolina Hosne, The 
Jesuit Missions to China and Peru, 1570–1610: Expectations and Appraisals of Expansionism (Oxnon: 
Routledge, 2013). 
 
13 Patrick Harries and David Maxwell, “Introduction: The Spiritual in the Secular,” in The 
Spiritual in the Secular: Missionaries and Knowledge About Africa, ed. Patrick Harries and David Maxwell 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012), 6. 
 
14 Examples include Robert Hamill Nassau in present-day Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and 
Cameroon, and Henri Trilles in Gabon. See John Cinnamon, “Of Fetishism and Totemism: Missionary 
Ethnology and Academic Social Science in Early-Twentieth-Century Gabon,” in The Spiritual in the 
Secular: Missionaries and Knowledge About Africa, ed. Patrick Harries and David Maxwell (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012).  
15 For an extensive list of global missionary statistical texts used by Barrett, see David B. Barrett 
and Todd M. Johnson, World Christian Trends AD30–AD2200: Interpreting the Annual Christian 
Megacensus (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library), ix–x. 
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The history of American sociology is usually told from the perspective of 
university departments, academic guilds, and the ideas of leading theorists.16 While these 
elements are important for documenting the history of the discipline, this approach has 
omitted religion. However, the social gospel was tremendously influential for early 
sociological practice in applied sociology. Further, American sociology developed at the 
height of the mainline Protestant missionary enterprise and the beginning of what became 
the ecumenical movement. Protestant theological liberalism was also growing in 
popularity and led to the foundation of religious studies departments at major universities 
to study religion from an “objective” perspective.17  
The phenomenon of “Christian sociology” emerged in the late nineteenth century 
and helped give birth to American sociology as an academic discipline. Christian 
sociology was heavily bent toward quantitative methods and exemplified by Protestant 
mission-minded researchers such as James Dennis (1842–1914), Harlan P. Beach (1854–
1933), and H. Paul Douglass (1871–1953).18 Despite its religious roots, a secularized, 
                                                 
16 In their 23 theses on the sociology of religion, Christian Smith and colleagues commented that 
scholars had overlooked the field’s complicated history with religion. See Christian Smith et al., 
“Roundtable on the Sociology of Religion: Twenty-Three Theses on the Status of Religion in American 
Sociology—A Mellon Working-Group Reflection,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 81, no. 4 
(2013): 903–938. 
 
17 See Marvin Harris, Theories of Culture in Postmodern Times (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira 
Press, 1999), 58; Nicolas P. Mouzelis, Modern and Postmodern Social Theorizing: Bridging the Divide 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 175–178. 
 
18 On James Dennis, see H. McKennie Goodpasture, “Dennis, James Shepard,” in Biographical 
Dictionary of Christian Missions, ed. Gerald H. Anderson (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 
176; James Dennis, Christian Missions and Social Progress: A Sociological Study of Foreign Missions, 3 
vols. (New York: Fleming H. Revell, Co., 1897–1906). On Harlan P. Beach, see Gerald H. Anderson, 
“Beach, Harlan Page,” in Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions, ed. Gerald H. Anderson (New 
York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 49–50; Harlan P. Beach, A Geography and Atlas of Protestant 
Missions: Their Environment, Forces, Distribution, Methods, 2 vols. (New York: Student Volunteer 
Movement for Foreign Missions, 1901–1903). On H. Paul Douglass see, Edmund deS. Brunner, “Harlan 
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university-based discipline marginalized Christian sociology at the beginning of the 
twentieth century.19 However, the history of missionaries as social scientists in “applied 
sociology” shaped American sociology in the 1960s. David Barrett received his Ph.D. in 
religion—which he studied sociologically—from Columbia University in 1965.  
Barrett’s work represented two traditions of American sociology. The first 
consisted of Christian data-gathering missionary researchers of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. The second was scientifically-minded, secular, fact-driven 
academics of the mid-twentieth century. Thus, David Barrett and his methodology were 
truly products of the American sociological enterprise. Barrett’s location in Africa also 
shaped his methodology as deeply interdisciplinary and unconfined to the academy. His 
methods went beyond standard sociological practices at the time. He argued that while 
the academy in the West could afford a one-discipline approach to its subjects—such as 
strictly quantitative, qualitative, or historical—the same was not true for scholarship in 
Africa due to a paucity of written documents and archives. Scholars of African 
Christianity were forced to be creative in their analyses and to rely on multiple disciplines 
to make new discoveries.20 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
Paul Douglass: Pioneer Researcher in the Sociology of Religion,” Review of Religious Research 50, 50th 
Anniversary Issue (October 2008): 11–29; Jeffrey K. Hadden, “H. Paul Douglass: His Perspective and His 
Work,” Review of Religious Research 22, no. 1 (September 1980): 66–88. 
 
19 See Gina A. Zurlo, “The Social Gospel, Ecumenical Movement, and Christian Sociology: The 
Institute of Social and Religious Research,” The American Sociologist 46, no. 2 (2015): 177–193. 
 
20 David B. Barrett, “Interdisciplinary Theories of Religion and African Independency,” in African 
Initiatives in Religion: 21 Studies from Eastern and Central Africa, ed. David B. Barrett (Nairobi: East 
African Pub. House, 1971), 146–147. 
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The Study of African Independent Christianity 
Barrett’s work in Africa in the mid-twentieth century under the auspices of the 
Church Missionary Society was critical for the development of the post-colonial picture 
of Christianity presented in the World Christian Encyclopedia. When Barrett arrived in 
Kenya in 1957, British missionaries were keenly aware of the need to respond to African 
nationalism.21 There was a growing belief in the legitimacy of African leadership, and 
through quantification Barrett contributed to this legitimization and to growing nationalist 
sentiments within the church.22  
Kenya was under a state of emergency in 1952 after the Mau Mau uprising, but in 
1957 it was still unclear that the end of the British colonial empire in Kenya was near. 
Nevertheless, missionaries sensed that change was coming to their churches.23 Barrett’s 
immediate encounter with indigenous Christianity was the Johera movement—the largest 
schism to date from the Anglican Church in Kenya. Against warnings, he befriended 
schismatics who gave him valuable access to growing African Independent Churches.24 
Barrett’s doctoral dissertation was published in 1968 as Schism and Renewal in Africa 
and analyzed 6,000 new religious movements in Africa.25 Barrett legitimized indigenous 
                                                 
21 On legitimizing African leadership, see John Stuart, “’Speaking for the Unvoiced?’ British 
Missionaries and Aspects of African Nationalism, 1949–1959,” in Missions, Nationalism, and the End of 
Empire, ed. Brian Stanley (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003).  
 
22 Stuart, British Missionaries, 7. 
 
23 Ibid., 10. Kenya achieved independence from Britain in 1963. 
 
24 Johnson, “David B. Barrett,” 30. 
 
25 David B. Barrett, Schism and Renewal in Africa: An Analysis of Six Thousand Contemporary 
Religious Movements (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1968). 
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African expressions of Christianity through quantification and their equal inclusion as 
part of global Christianity. His experience and study of indigenous African Christianity 
were important for his transition from a colonial to a post-colonial understanding of the 
world Christian movement. Further, he operated his research center in Nairobi, the Unit 
of Research, as a white expatriate under an African bishop. The Unit constantly 
conflicted with the African Anglican diocese with its broad focus on Christianity around 
the world. The history of the Unit of Research provides a window into post-colonial 
struggles between white missionaries and African Christian leaders.  
 
Method of Investigation 
The method of this dissertation is historical. It covers the period from David 
Barrett’s arrival in Kenya in 1957 to the publication of the World Christian Encyclopedia 
in 1982. The primary sources of the study are archival materials written by Barrett and 
his colleagues and correspondents during the 25-year period. This study is not a 
biography and thus does not reconstruct Barrett’s entire life story. Instead, it focuses on 
Barrett’s life in specific contexts to construct a narrative of the role of quantification in 
shaping a contemporary definition of world Christianity. His academic context is shown 
through the history of mission and American sociology. Discussions of British, 
American, and African influences highlight his geographic context. The core of the study 
is the period 1968–1982, when Barrett received control of the World Christian Handbook 
and then greatly expanded the project into the World Christian Encyclopedia. Barrett’s 
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historical archives dictate a bottom-up approach to historical investigation.26 For 
example, the narrative and analysis of the production of the World Christian 
Encyclopedia in chapter 4 were derived entirely from Barrett’s correspondence. There are 
virtually no secondary sources on Barrett’s life and work. The arguments and contours of 
this dissertation come from the author’s analysis of the contexts within which he worked, 
the information he collected, and the materials he produced.  
Although this project is primarily an archival study, it also involves oral history 
derived from individuals who knew or worked with David Barrett. These interviews 
expanded on findings gleaned from the archives. Interviewees included François Houtart 
(Barrett’s first co-editor on the World Christian Encyclopedia), Malcolm McVeigh 
(Barrett’s colleague in Nairobi), and Patrick Johnstone (Barrett’s colleague by 
correspondence). 
 
Sources for the Project 
The primary sources for this historical project are the archives located at the 
Center for the Study of Global Christianity at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in 
South Hamilton, Massachusetts, USA.27 Barrett left ample primary sources to uncover his 
methods and rationale. By September 2001 he compiled 69 books, contributed to 61 
                                                 
26 Naomi R. Lamoreaux, “Rethinking Microhistory: A Comment,” Journal of the Early Republic 
26, no. 4 (Winter 2006): 555–561. 
 
27 “Archives” is a loose term in this context. For over 30 years, David Barrett’s personal papers 
were haphazardly stored in filing cabinets and bookshelves. Valerie Johnson and Chris Bodecker organized 
much of the material into topical folders in preparation for this study. As a result, citations for primary 
source material from this collection do not contain the typical archival location indicators such as box, file, 
or folder numbers.  
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books, written 63 articles and 37 research reports for a total of 20 million published and 
unpublished words. Also, 600 book reviews were published on his works. Over 1,600 
articles, headlines, or feature stories in national and international newspapers or journals 
featured Barrett’s work.28 The Center holds David Barrett’s personal papers including 
day diaries, lecture notes from his graduate studies, published and unpublished 
manuscripts, hand-written drafts of the World Christian Encyclopedia, and data he 
collected during the production of the WCE. The jewel of the archives for this project are 
the chronologically-organized binders that contain carbon copies of nearly every letter 
Barrett wrote and received between 1957 and 1985. Barrett assembled these binders in 
Nairobi, Kenya. In addition to the letters, the binders include memorandums, meeting 
minutes, and newsletters that informed his work. He wrote to and received letters from 
career missionaries worldwide, journalists, bishops, and other professionals in a variety 
of disciplines.29  
This study uses secondary sources to fill out the historical context for the World 
Christian Encyclopedia and Barrett’s location in Africa as a missionary with the Church 
                                                 
28 David B. Barrett, “Curriculum Vitae:  David Brian Barrett,” September 2001, David B. Barrett 
Papers 1957–1985, Center for the Study of Global Christianity, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, 
South Hamilton, Massachusetts. 
 
29 David Barrett left Nairobi, Kenya for Richmond, Virginia in 1985. He worked as a researcher 
with the Southern Baptist Convention Foreign (now International) Mission Board. After his departure from 
Nairobi, he kept in touch with his successor at the Unit of Research in Nairobi, Emil Chandran. Barrett’s 
books and files were stored in Nairobi, unused, for nearly a decade. He requested for Chandran to ship 
them to him in Virginia. Chandran managed to convince the Church of the Province of Kenya that the 
materials belonged to Barrett—an amazing feat after many years of disagreement between Barrett and the 
archbishop (see chapter 3 of this dissertation for details on the conflict). Chandran sent the materials to 
Barrett via the Southern Baptist Convention and several large boxes arrived in Richmond around 1995. 
This dissertation would have been impossible without Chandran’s diligence in getting the materials to 
Barrett. Emil Chandran, in discussion with the author, June 1, 2016; Todd Johnson, e-mail message to the 
author, February 17, 2017.  
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Missionary Society. The secondary sources ranged in topic, and in some cases, went 
beyond typical material for the history of mission. For instance, chapter 2 relies on 
secondary material from the history of science, quantification, and American sociology. 
The diversity of secondary sources reflected the disparate historical, geographic, and 
academic streams that contributed to Barrett’s unique accomplishment. 
 
Contents of the Dissertation 
The content of this dissertation is in four chapters plus the introduction and 
conclusion. Chapters 1 and 2 contain a long view of two connected historical streams in 
mission and social science that led to the World Christian Encyclopedia. Chapter 1 places 
Barrett and the WCE in the history of missionaries as producers of what is now called 
“social scientific” knowledge. It uses published primary and secondary material from 
sixteenth-century Jesuits to twentieth-century mainline Protestants to construct a 
narrative of historical vignettes of missionaries as producers of quantitative data on 
religion worldwide. It views the history from both academic and popular perspectives: 
missionaries who produced data for scholarly purposes, and missionaries who produced 
data for evangelistic purposes. The World Christian Encyclopedia bore resemblance to 
many of the books in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and served both 
academic and popular audiences.  
Chapter 2 details the history of Christian sociology and its development by the 
1960s into academic, university-based “value-free” sociology. This chapter draws a direct 
connection between mission-oriented researchers and what would become academic 
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sociology. It highlights influences on Barrett from early Christian sociologists who 
worked in the social scientific study of religion, particularly regarding methodology and 
assumptions of research. Barrett studied religion sociologically at Columbia University 
and Union Theological Seminary—the bastion of Protestant theological liberalism. In this 
context, he gleaned the scholarly ideal of “objectivity” in research as well as 
interdisciplinary methodologies from newly-founded, “secular” religious studies 
departments. This chapter suggests that science and religion were intricately connected in 
the development of American sociology as an academic discipline. 
Chapter 3 details Barrett’s role as a missionary with the Church Missionary 
Society in Africa from 1957–1985. It discusses his privileges and challenges as a British 
passport holder at the end of the colonial empire. His first experience of indigenous 
Christianity, the Johera movement, colored his understanding of African Independent 
Christianity. This chapter puts Barrett’s work on AICs in the context of Bengt Sundkler, 
Harold Turner, and Marthinus Daneel’s localized studies on African independency. It 
uses primary sources from Barrett’s personal papers, particularly correspondence 
regarding the production of his 1968 book, Schism and Renewal in Africa. Schism and 
Renewal established his credentials as an expert in new religious movements in Africa. 
Most importantly, chapter 3 provides an analysis of Barrett’s understanding of world 
Christianity as presented in the World Christian Encyclopedia. It argues that Barrett 
made a decisive post-colonial move in framing world Christianity in terms of diversity 
and fragmentation, contrary to the prevailing understanding of world Christianity as 
denominational unity and cooperation. 
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Chapter 4 is a close analysis of the World Christian Encyclopedia. It chronicles 
the people, events, conflicts, and problems that plagued the production of the book from 
1968 to 1982. It details the WCE’s most immediate predecessors, the Protestant World 
Christian Handbook and Catholic Bilan du Monde, and provides the historical narrative 
of how Barrett moved the project from handbook to encyclopedia. Further, it presents the 
main findings of the book and the role that technology played in its production. The 
historical narrative presented in this chapter was pieced together through a detailed 
analysis of Barrett’s correspondence.  
The conclusion discusses the impact of the World Christian Encyclopedia in both 
mission and academic communities, as well as places Barrett in the historiography of 
world Christianity. It provides an analysis of 85 different reviews and articles about the 
book from newspapers, magazines, and journals, both scholarly and popular, secular and 
Christian. Many were impressed that the WCE answered previously unanswered 
questions about the status of religion worldwide. At the same time, reviewers were 
deterred by the book’s complexity and cumbersomeness—a stark contrast to the tradition 
of the popular and user-friendly World Christian Handbook, which the WCE was 
supposed to replace. The conclusion also argues that the Barrett was one of the earliest 
scholars to present a post-colonial view of world Christianity that developed from the 
study of AICs. Barrett’s findings in the WCE were a stimulus for new thinking about the 
definition of “world Christianity.” Although the WCE was published in 1982, David 
Barrett uncovered in the 1960s and 1970s that Christianity’s center of gravity had shifted 
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to the global South. He was the first to document that there were more Christians in Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America than in Europe and North America. 
Overall, this dissertation contributes to the study of contemporary world 
Christianity in that it explores the major role that quantification played throughout the 
history of mission. Before the publication of the World Christian Encyclopedia, there 
existed only educated guesses for the number of Christians in the world and hardly any 
estimates for the adherents of many other religions and atheists. Barrett’s unique 
combination of academic influences, scientific background, and missionary career in 
Africa allowed him to undertake the largest and most comprehensive assessment of world 
Christianity to date.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
MISSIONARIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCE FROM THE JESUITS TO THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY 
  
David Barrett and the World Christian Encyclopedia (WCE) were part of a long 
history of missionaries who considered their work scientific, and whose work was 
considered scientific by others in their historical context. These missionaries were some 
of the most highly educated and well-trained people of their time.1 Their motivation for 
missions naturally inspired them to study the world and the people among whom they 
worked. This chapter highlights the long tradition of church-based, scientific scholarship 
undertaken by educated, cross-cultural observers. Historically, cross-cultural missionaries 
produced what would now be called “social science” research.2 This chapter argues that 
the production of such material was always a part of the missionary enterprise and made 
important contributions to the contemporary social scientific study of religion. David 
Barrett and the WCE were part of this rich history. 
  Barrett explicitly identified numerous publications and individuals as influential 
to his research, such as William Carey, the missionaries of the Sandwich Islands, Joseph 
Schmidlin, and Karl Streit.3 This chapter discusses these influences and other trends such 
                                                 
1 See John O’Malley, The First Jesuits (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 226–227. 
 
2 “Social science” is defined here as the scientific study of human society, social relationships, and 
populations. 
 
3 For a list of works Barrett identified as influential, see David B. Barrett and Todd M. Johnson, 
World Christian Trends, AD 30–AD 2200: Interpreting the Annual Christian Megacensus (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library, 2001), 451–461. 
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as the Mission Education Movement and the nineteenth-century swell of popular writing 
on missions. This chapter views missionaries and social science from two perspectives. 
The first is missionaries themselves as producers of data, and the second is the global 
missionary enterprise itself as the object of social scientific study, particularly in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In highlighting these two perspectives, this 
chapter places Barrett in the history of missionaries and social scientific knowledge.4  
 
Quantification in Catholic Mission 
As far back as the sixteenth century, Catholic missionaries actively kept statistical 
records, enumerated local populations, and created maps to strengthen missionary 
activities overseas.5 Missionaries produced ethnographies that helped provide the 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
4 Cosmas Indicopleustes—an Alexandrian merchant, amateur theologian, and geographer—
authored the first major global Christian survey. From CE 535–547, he produced Topographia Christiana 
in 12 books, one of the earliest and most famous series of world maps. See Daniel Caner, History and 
Hagiography from the Late Antique Sinai (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010); Milton V. 
Anastos, The Alexandrian Origin of the Christian Topography of Cosmas Indicopleustes (Cambridge, MA: 
n.p., 1946); T. Hainthaler, “Cosmas Indicopleustes,” in Christ in Christian Tradition, vol. 2: From the 
Council of Chalcedon (451) to Gregory the Great (590–604), ed. Aloys Grillmeier, SJ, with Theresia 
Hainthaler, trans. O.C. Dean (London: Mowbray, 1996), 147–159. 
 
5 For demographic data, see Pedro Murillo Velarde in the Philippines in Pedro Murillo Velarde, 
Historia de la Provincia de Philipinas de la Compañia de Jesus (Manila: En la Imprenta de la Compañia de 
Jesus, 1716); Ignacio Lizasoaín in New Spain in Robert H. Jackson, “The Last Jesuit Censuses of the 
Pimería Alta Missions, 1761 and 1766,” Kiva 46, no. 4 (Summer 1981): 243–244; Robert H. Jackson, 
Demographic Change and Ethnic Survival Among the Sedentary Populations on the Jesuit Mission 
Frontiers of Spanish South America, 1609–1803: The Formation and Persistence of Mission Communities 
in a Comparative Context (Leiden: Brill, 2015). 
For mapping, see the work of Matteo Ricci in China in Andrew C. Ross, A Vision Betrayed: The 
Jesuits in Japan and China, 1542–1742 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003); Ana Carolina Hosne, The 
Jesuit Missions to China and Peru, 1570–1610: Expectations and Appraisals of Expansionism (Oxnon: 
Routledge, 2013); Father Juan Sánchez Baquero in Mexico in Ernest J. Burrus, La Obra Cartográfica de la 
Provincia Mexicana de la Compañía de Jesús, 1567–1967 (Madrid: Ediciones Jose Porrua Turanzas, 
1967); Eusebio Kino in Mexico in Ronald L. Ives, “Navigation Methods of Eusebio Francisco Kino, S.J.,” 
Journal of the Southwest 2, no. 3 (1960): 213–243; Ernest J. Burrus, Kino and the Cartography of 
Northwestern New Spain (Tucson: Arizona Pioneers’ Historical Society, 1965); Steven J. Harris, “Mapping 
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foundation for functionalist anthropology.6 They learned local languages, pioneered new 
geographical areas, and kept detailed records of the people and cultures they 
encountered.7 
In 1630, Francesco Ingoli (1578–1649), secretary of the newly-founded 
Propaganda Fide in Rome, produced Report of the Four Parts of the World.8 It contained 
detailed information on missionary activity in Africa, America, Asia, and Europe with 
prospects for evangelization, as well as methods and objectives of the Propaganda Fide.9 
                                                                                                                                                 
Jesuit Science: The Role of Travel in the Geography of Knowledge,” in The Jesuits: Cultures, Sciences, 
and the Arts, 1540–1773, ed. John W. O’Malley, SJ, Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Steven J. Harris, and T. 
Frank Kennedy, SJ (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); Natasha Reichle, M. Antoni J. Üçerler, 
Theodore N. Foss, and Mark Stephen Mir, eds. China at the Center: Ricci and Verbiest World Maps (San 
Francisco: Asian Art Museum, 2016). 
 
6 For ethnography, see Patrick Harries and David Maxwell, “Introduction: The Spiritual in the 
Secular,” in The Spiritual in the Secular: Missionaries and Knowledge About Africa, ed. Patrick Harries 
and David Maxwell (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012), 6. 
 
7 Examples in Africa include Robert Hamill Nassau in present-day Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and 
Cameroon, and Henri Trilles in Gabon; see John Cinnamon, “Of Fetishism and Totemism: Missionary 
Ethnology and Academic Social Science in Early-Twentieth-Century Gabon,” in The Spiritual in the 
Secular: Missionaries and Knowledge About Africa, ed. Patrick Harries and David Maxwell (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012). Another example was Henri A. Junod, a 
missionary anthropologist working among the Tsonga peoples of southern Africa. See Henri A. Junod, The 
Life of a South African Tribe (Neuchatel: Attinger Freres, 1912–1913). Other examples include Eugène 
Casalis in South Africa, and Henry Callaway and John Colenso among the Zulu. See Patrick Harries, 
“Anthropology,” in Missions and Empire, ed. Norman Etherington (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005). 
 
8 The Propaganda Fide—now called the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, or the 
Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith—was the arm of the Catholic Church responsible for 
missionary work. It was founded in 1622 by Pope Gregory XV and contained a training college for 
missionaries. See Stephen B. Bevans and Jeffrey Gros, Evangelization and Religious Freedom: Ad Gentes, 
Dignitatis Humanae (New York: Paulist Press, 2009) and Christian Onyems Okwuru, SMMM, 
Responsibilities and Significance of the Congregatio Pro Clericis in the Life and Ministry of the Diocesan 
Clergy (n.p.: Xlibris Corporation, 2012), 136–138. 
 
9 Francesco Ingoli and Fabio Tosi, Relazione delle Quattro Parti Del Mondo (Rome: Urbaniana 
University Press, 1999); Barrett and Johnson, World Christian Trends, ix; John Pizzorusso, “Ingoli, 
Francesco,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, vol. 2 (Roma: Instituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 
1960), online edition, accessed February 18, 2017, http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/francesco-
ingoli_(Dizionario-Biografico).  
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In 1687, Isaac Newton (1643–1727) published his famous Principia but then devoted 
himself to studying the interpretation of biblical prophecies found in Daniel and 
Revelation.10 In 1699, he estimated that by the year 2000 the church would have 
completed its mission on earth and that Christ would return to rule.11 His student, John 
Craig, produced Theologiae Christiana Principia Mathematica (Mathematical Principles 
of Christian Theology) and extended Newton’s thoughts on the relationship between 
theology and mathematics.12 
 
The Society of Jesus (Jesuits) 
Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Jesuits were early exemplars of missionaries 
who produced social scientific data.13 The Jesuits were not the only Catholic missionary 
order to produce ethnographies and other kinds of data, but they were most renowned for 
it. The Jesuits did not conceptualize themselves as on the cutting edge of social scientific 
research. They were not trying to produce groundbreaking scholarship for the academy 
nor trying to produce complete, objective ethnographies. They did not have in mind the 
later disciplines of historical demography, sociology of religion, ethnography, or 
                                                 
10 Isaac Newton, Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (Londini: Apud Guil. & Joh. 
Innys, 1726). See also Colin Pask, Magnificent Principia: Exploring Isaac Newton’s Masterpiece 
(Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2013). 
 
11 Isaac Newton, Observations Upon the Prophecies of Daniel, and the Apocalypse of Saint John, 
in Two Parts (Memphis, TN: General Books, 2010). See Barrett and Johnson, World Christian Trends, ix, 
447. 
 
12 John Craig, Theologiae Christianae Principia Mathematica (London, 1699). 
 
13 See Luís Saraiva and Catherine Jami, The Jesuits, The Padroado and East Asian Science (1552–
1773) (Tuck Link, Singapore: World Scientific, 2008). 
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anthropology. While they did not necessarily set out to be social science researchers, they 
did help prepare the way by cultivating an early relationship between missions and the 
social sciences, fueled by their spirituality of writing.14 Their educational training taught 
them to be observant of the world around them, and they took that training directly into 
mission work to produce what would become groundbreaking documents for later 
historians, sociologists, and anthropologists. The Society’s strict selectivity meant that 
these early missionaries were highly skilled academics in a multitude of scientific 
disciplines. Due to a high level of organization as a society and a corporate obedience to 
Ignatius’ Constitutions and Spiritual Exercises, the Jesuits were prepared for the 
scholarship they would undertake in ministry abroad. Their concern for salvation and 
holiness of both themselves and others encouraged a thorough engagement with the 
world and attentiveness to the needs of the people among whom they ministered. Relative 
to their time, the Jesuits were exemplars of a culturally sensitive missionary spirituality.15 
They prioritized intellectualism paired with true missionary and devotional goals to 
inform their activities overseas.16 
                                                 
14 On Jesuit spirituality, see William A. Barry, SJ and Robert J. Doherty, SJ, Contemplatives in 
Action: The Jesuit Way (New York: Paulist Press, 2002); David Lonsdale, Eyes to See, Ears to Hear: An 
Introduction to Ignatian Spirituality (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2000); Thomas Deans, “Loyola’s 
Literacy Narrative: Writing and Rhetoric in The Autobiography of Saint Ignatius Loyola,” in Traditions of 
Eloquence: The Jesuits and Modern Rhetorical Studies, ed. Cinthia Gannett and John Brereton (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2015). 
 
15 See Michael Collins Reilly, Spirituality for Mission: Historical, Theological, and Cultural 
Factors for a Present-Day Missionary Spirituality (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1978). 
 
16 Hosne, The Jesuit Missions, 1. 
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The Society of Jesus, established in 1540, was often at the forefront of mission 
innovation, especially regarding inculturation and education.17 Their overseas work often 
included the production of what would now be considered social scientific material. This 
section outlines three examples: maps of geographic areas in China and Mexico, 
demographic data in the Philippines and Paraguay, and ethnographic fieldwork in Peru 
and Brazil.18 Where was research conducted, by whom, with what methods and 
motivations, and to what end? Early links between social science and missions shed light 
on the Jesuits as more than an order of missionary priests. It illuminates them as 
innovators in two academic disciplines that would not be solidified until centuries later: 
sociology and anthropology.19  
The Society of Jesus was the product of the life and thought of Ignatius of Loyola 
(1491–1556), a Basque and former soldier who experienced a religious conversion while 
recovering from a battle wound in 1521.20 Between 1522 and 1524 Ignatius wrote the 
Spiritual Exercises as the foundation of the Society’s spiritual discipline. He and six of 
his colleagues from the University of Paris—Francisco Xavier, Alfonso Salmeron, Diego 
                                                 
17 See Dana L. Robert, Christian Mission: How Christianity Became a World Religion 
(Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 38–40; Jonathan Wright, The Jesuits: Missions, Myths and Histories 
(London: HarperCollins, 2004).  
 
18 The geographical scope of this section is broad and raises the issue of accessibility of primary 
source material. Primary material was limited to English and Spanish only.  
 
19 See Agustín Udías, Jesuit Contribution to Science: A History (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 
2015). 
 
20 For more on Ignatius of Loyola, see Peggy A. Sklar, St. Ignatius of Loyola: In God’s Service 
(New York: Paulist Press, 2001); Joseph A. Munitiz and Philip Endean, eds. and trans., Saint Ignatius of 
Loyola: Personal Writings (London: Penguin Books, 1996); Robert Aleksander Maryks, A Companion to 
Ignatius of Loyola (Leiden: Brill, 2014); J. Ignacio Tellechea Idígoras, Ignatius of Loyola: The Pilgrim 
Saint, ed. and trans. Cornelius Michael Buckley, SJ (Chicago: Loyola Press, 1994). 
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Laínez, Nicolás Bobadilla, Peter Faber, and Simão Rodrigues—took vows of poverty in 
1534. The Society of Jesus was officially sanctioned by Pope Paul III’s bull Regimini 
militantis ecclesiae on September 27, 1540. The Jesuits employed an exceptional degree 
of organization and army-like obedience. They were unique in their lack of specific habit, 
lack of prescribed times for communal prayer, lack of specific penitence, and the central 
role of spiritual exercises and mental prayer. 
Ignatius wrote four key Jesuit treatises: The General Examen, the Declarations on 
the Examen, the Constitutions of the Society of Jesus, and the Declarations on the 
Constitutions.21 The General Examen was a summary of the nature and scope of the 
Society of Jesus, written for those who wanted to join. In this document, Ignatius stressed 
two items: the need for strict selectivity, and the total abnegation of self-love. As an 
apostolic order, its purpose was the salvation and perfection of individual Jesuits as well 
as others.22 The Jesuits’ involvement in education and foreign missions became a 
distinguishing feature of the young order. 
Ignatius composed the Constitutions, in ten parts, between 1544 and 1556. It 
outlined the external structure and interior spirit of the Society of Jesus. One overarching 
theme of the Constitutions was holiness, of both individual men and others, grounded in 
the glory of God. The document emphasized the Society’s apostolicity, departure from 
monastic forms, engagement with the world, attentiveness to the church’s needs, and 
                                                 
21 The General Examen helped a candidate discern his preparation for Jesuit life. The Declarations 
on the Examen explained material found in the General Examen. See Charles J. Healey, The Ignatian Way: 
Key Aspects of Jesuit Spirituality (New York: Paulist Press, 2009), 76.  
 
22 William V. Bangert, SJ, A History of the Society of Jesus (St. Louis: The Institute of Jesuit 
Sources, 1972), 41. 
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prayer.23 In these descriptions, the Constitutions portrayed the Jesuits as decisively 
modern, relative to the time of their founding. Two sections of the Constitutions were 
important to link missions and social science: part four on scholastic training and part 
seven on missions. 
 
Education 
The fourth part of the Constitutions addressed student training, both Jesuit and 
non-Jesuit, in the Society’s colleges.24 While the work of the Jesuits was to hear 
confession, engage in conversion, and help others, those entering the Society were 
expected to be of sufficient learning. Ignatius did permit acceptance of uneducated men 
with the hope they would become both virtuous and learned.25 Ignatius’ philosophy of 
education was grounded in his desire to formulate well-balanced individuals, able to 
“take a capable part of the social, cultural, and religious life of their era and leaven their 
                                                 
23 Ibid., 44. 
 
24 Most of the educational work of European Jesuits revolved around the secondary education of 
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environment with the principles of Christ.”26 The goal of education was to form cultured 
men, Catholic in outlook, and able to participate intelligently in all spheres of life.27  
Ignatius imagined an educational system built upon, “the stones from the ancient 
world of the classical authors, the medieval world of the great universities, and . . . [the] 
contemporary world of Renaissance passion for humanism.”28 He wanted Jesuit 
education to be the most influential force to drive the spirit of Catholic reform. He 
adapted organizational ideas and structures from some of the leading universities in 
Europe, such as Alcalá, Salamanca, and Paris. Based on the University of Paris, for 
example, he insisted on respect for varying abilities of students, regular class attendance, 
and adopted a graduated order of studies.29 In 1545, Francis Borgia (1510–1572) founded 
a college for Jesuit training in Gandía.30 The following year, Ignatius approved a request 
to extend educational services to the secular youth of the area and marked Jesuit concern 
for both education of the apostolate and the lay. The school at Gandía was a crossroads in 
the Society’s history, indicative of the “apostolate of the classroom.”31 
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The Constitutions addressed subjects that students should engage with 
academically. Languages were important—Greek, Hebrew, and others as appropriate, 
such as Arabic and “Indian.” Students were required to have a good foundation in Latin 
before pursuing other studies.32 Other subjects included natural and moral philosophy, 
metaphysics, theology, grammar, rhetoric, and Bible.33 The method further distinguished 
theology. Positive theology sought the “data of revelation” through biblical history, 
church fathers, councils, archeology, and canon law. Scholastic theology sought to deeply 
understand the revelation itself, in the fashion of Thomas Aquinas.34 In the sixteenth 
century, the study of metaphysics consisted of Aristotelian physics and ethics—a form of 
natural science that included studies of mind, body, memory, anatomy, and biology. 
Ignatius expected students, both Jesuit and non-Jesuit, to master all fields of study. 
The Society of Jesus was a product of its time in the sense that key movements, 
ideas, and events influenced it, such as humanism.35 Humanists made a direct connection 
between learning and living a virtuous life, which included public service. Humanism 
influenced the original core group of Jesuits in varying degrees, and all had learned to 
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33 Ignatius of Loyola, Constitutions, IV:5:351–2 (187–8). Ignatius explicitly stated that medicine 
and law would not be part of the curriculum of Jesuit schools. See XII:452 (215). 
 
34 Ibid., 188. 
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speak and write Latin in the humanist style.36 Jerónimo Nadal was profoundly influenced 
by the humanistic movement and was highly influential in the foundation of Jesuit 
tradition and education.37  
The Jesuit model of education was successful for many reasons. They were the 
first religious order to systematically undertake the operation of schools for any students 
who came to them.38 Jesuit schools did not charge tuition and enrolled from all classes 
within society, although they emphasized recruits from the nobility. They gave 
prominence to character formation in addition to academic learning, and their schools 
adapted curricula to individual students’ needs. Also, the Jesuits themselves were some of 
the most educated and highly motivated teachers in all of Europe.39  
The emphasis on humanistic education no doubt contributed to the Jesuits’ use of 
social scientific methods in ministry abroad. They were not unique in this regard. 
Franciscans in Mexico, for example, used their skills in Latin and language learning to 
master Nahua language, which enabled them to contextualize their message and more 
effectively work with local peoples.40 However, not all religious orders were supportive 
of the kind of “secular” learning encouraged by the Jesuits. The thirteenth-century 
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Constitutions of the Dominicans, for example, explicitly forbade student members of the 
order to read books other than theology.41 The humanist tradition, however, held that 
religious and moral inspiration could be found even in scholarship outside of Christianity. 
Jesuits engaged with secular culture in a way that enabled them to better understand the 
lives of people to whom they ministered. 
 
Foreign Missions 
As with education, Jesuits were identified with foreign missions very early in 
their history. Missions were first to Europe, especially Germany, where Catholicism had 
rapidly lost adherents to Protestantism. It did not take long for Jesuits to embark overseas. 
By the time of Ignatius’ death in 1556, missions were set up in the East Indies, Japan, 
Brazil, and Kongo.42 The Jesuits developed later than other Roman Catholic missionary 
orders, and therefore had an early modern sense of self. The Spiritual Exercises made 
missionaries especially skilled at making decisive moves in complicated situations. 
Spiritual formation was individualistic and exercises were practiced outside of a 
monastery setting. Thus, Jesuits could sustain their piety in the absence of community. 
Their missionary spirituality was a secret of their survival during many years of isolation 
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in faraway lands.43 Their intellectual training enabled them to make modern, disciplined 
analyses and rational decisions quickly on the ground. Overall, many of their missionary 
successes derived from accommodation, top-down evangelization, use of European 
science and technology, toleration of local values, training in classical rhetoric important 
to oral cultures, and the ability to dialogue.44 
The Jesuit missionary vow was defined in the 1540 bull Regimini militantis 
ecclesiae that promised direct, unquestioned obedience to the Pope to go anywhere for 
missions. Part seven of the Constitutions provided further information on their missionary 
organization and calling. Missions assigned by the Pope were considered the most 
important, but the Superior General of the Society could also make appointments and 
choose locations for missions.45 Two principles determined a site for a mission: the 
“greater service of God” and the “universal good.” Ignatius considered spiritual aid a 
“more universal good,” and mission sites were chosen according to greatest need. “Need” 
was defined as a lack of workers, the “misery and weakness” of the inhabitants and the 
“danger of their eternal condemnation,” or where people would be most responsive to the 
message.46 Also, missions were established both in Christian-majority regions as well as 
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non-Christian-majority regions.47 Jesuits employed a top-down approach to missions in 
that they first targeted important public figures like the nobility, priests, and scholars. At 
the same time, Jesuits had a concern for the simple needs of the people to whom they 
ministered.48 
 
Jesuits and Social Science 
Jesuits used their academic skills in what is considered today “social scientific” 
ways to understand better the people to whom they ministered. In addition to mastery of 
indigenous languages and production of vernacular catechisms and grammars, Jesuits 
were also active in mapping, demographic data collection, and ethnographic fieldwork. 
Mapping, cartography, and geography served as stepping stones to further developments 
in human population studies. Mapping religious populations would become a major 
endeavor of the Protestant missionary movement in the late eighteenth century, and was 
continued throughout the twentieth century by both Protestants and Catholics. 
 
Mapping 
Mapping was perhaps the oldest and most obvious scientific endeavor of the early 
modern Roman Catholic missionary movement. The motivation for map-making was not 
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purely academic since maps were highly practical and utterly indispensable to navigate 
seas and land. Areas had to be mapped at least to a rudimentary extent to establish 
missions.  
Matteo Ricci’s (1552–1610) mission to China was a prominent example of Jesuits 
melding mapping and missions.49 Ricci was born in central Italy and sent to Rome by his 
father to study law. Against his father’s wishes, Ricci entered the Society of Jesus in 
1571 under the guidance of famed Jesuit missionary to Japan, Alessandro Valignano.50 
Ricci studied philosophy, physics, mathematics, rhetoric and other fields at the Roman 
College of the Jesuits.51 He arrived in China in 1582 and became one of the first 
Westerners to master Chinese script and classical Chinese language. His Italian humanist 
orientation encouraged him to see Chinese Confucianism as a philosophy of social order, 
not a religion. He advocated for the replacement of Buddhism and Taoism with a 
Confucianism-infused Christianity. The plaque on the entrance to his and his 
companions’ dwelling read, “Temple to the Flower of the Saints,” which Ricci intended 
to refer to the Virgin Mary but locals interpreted as a Buddhist temple. This ambiguous 
                                                 
49 On Jesuit missions in China, see Florence C. Hsia, Sojourners in a Strange Land: Jesuits and 
Their Scientific Missions in Late Imperial China (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009); Yu Liu, 
Harmonious Disagreement: Matteo Ricci and His Closest Chinese Friends (New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 2015); Qiong Zhang, Making the New World Their Own: Chinese Encounters with Jesuit 
Science in the Age of Discovery (Leiden: Brill, 2015). See also Jonathan D. Spence, The Memory Palace of 
Matteo Ricci (New York: Viking Penguin, 1984); R. Po-chia Hsia, Matteo Ricci and the Catholic Mission 
to China, 1583–1610: A Short History with Documents (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 
2016). 
 
50 Ross, A Vision Betrayed, 121. On Alessandro Valignano, see Moran, The Japanese and the 
Jesuits. 
 
51 Ana Carolina Hosne, The Jesuit Missions to China and Peru, 1570–1610: Expectations and 
Appraisals of Expansionism (Oxnon: Routledge, 2013), 28. 
 
  
32 
recognition was advantageous to the Jesuits because it enabled the literati, Chinese 
scholar-officials, to visit them and use the venue for gatherings since it was considered a 
temple and not a private residence.52 The literati accepted Ricci for his academic work 
and allegiance to Chinese customs. His missionary approach was to live as a Chinese 
scholar among Chinese scholars to the best of his ability. Andrew Ross stated, “It was 
only after Matteo Ricci had been established in the eyes of leading literati as a scholar in 
Chinese terms that his western scientific knowledge was seen as something worth 
investigating.”53 
Ricci was a skilled cartographer and mathematician. In 1584, with Chinese 
colleagues Mandarin Zhong Wentao and Li Zhizao, he produced the first European-style 
map of China (see figure 1.1). A Chinese perspective on the world held that heaven was 
round, the earth was flat, and the Chinese kingdom was in the middle. In an effort of 
cultural sensitivity, Ricci’s map placed China at the center and proved a resounding 
success.54 The map revealed the existence of the Americas to the Chinese and contained 
information about China previously unknown to Europeans. It showed, for the first time, 
China in global perspective, and became a teaching tool among the literati.55 Ricci’s map 
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was an important step in linking East and West and represented a high point in 
collaboration among Jesuit missions, Chinese scholars, and the imperial court. Ricci’s 
map was a highly effective blend of science and missions, and significantly contributed to 
the propagation of both. The map was one of many approaches by Jesuits in late-
sixteenth and early-seventeenth-century China to contextualize Catholicism and made use 
of missionaries’ high level of education and unique perspective on missionary 
engagement with local cultures.56 
 
Figure 1.1. Matteo Ricci’s “Kunyu wanguo quantu,” (Map of the Ten Thousand Countries of the 
Earth), 1584 (1602 color reprint) 
 
Source: University of Minnesota, James Ford Bell Library, accessed February 13, 2017, 
https://www.lib.umn.edu/bell/riccimap#viewer. 
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The Jesuits had a long tradition of mapping in the New World, beginning in 1567 
with Adelantado Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, who sketched out Florida, Cuba, and New 
Spain. Father Juan Sánchez Baquero, a cartographer, was on the first Jesuit expedition to 
Mexico and eventually mapped the Pacific Coast from California to Panama.57 Italian 
Jesuit Eusebio Kino (1644–1711) was known for mapping the region on a deep scientific 
level.58 He used his talents as an expert geographer as well as an astronomer, architect, 
and other proficiencies. He lived for nearly a quarter of a century in the Pimería Alta 
region of modern-day Mexico and worked with indigenous populations to map extensive 
portions of Northern Mexico and Lower California.59 He studied at the famous Jesuit 
colleges in Trent, Hala, Freiburg, Ingolstadt, and others, and arrived in Mexico in 1681 
after teaching mathematics while still a student in Ingolstadt.60 He used his mathematical 
training to map ports and led a land expedition to what is now Baja, California, in 
confirmation that it was indeed a peninsula, not an island.61 Kino traveled nearly an 
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astounding 20,000 miles in his expeditions on the Pacific coast and used only a compass, 
a telescope, an astrolabe, and a navigation handbook.62  
Kino produced an estimated 31 detailed maps during his missionary career.63 His 
1707 map, “Passo por Tierra a la California” (Passage by Land to California) was 
incredibly accurate and not replaced until 1912.64 Eusebio Kino was a masterful 
cartographer, and his legacy in both the United States and Mexico won him the titles of 
both the “Pacific Coast pioneer” and “the Apostle of California.” Kino’s use of his 
training as a Jesuit and an academic not only worked to serve the church and society but 
also supplied significant contributions to the cartographic depictions of previously 
unchartered areas.  
 
Demographic Data 
The Roman Catholic Church maintained an impressive data collection enterprise 
beginning in the early eighteenth century with Annuario Pontificio, the statistical annual 
released by the Vatican every year.65 The earliest available volume of Annuario 
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Pontificio was from 1720.66 Today, these data are collected by all Roman Catholic 
bishops on a 21-page questionnaire in Latin and one other relevant language, including 
140 precise statistical questions concerning their work in the previous year.67 Likewise, 
every year the Central Statistics Office of the Church produces the Annuarium 
Statisticum Ecclesiae. A questionnaire sent to the chancery offices of ecclesiastical 
jurisdictions around the world obtains these data, as well as papal jurisdiction institutions 
of consecrated life, and societies of apostolic life.68 Together, Annuario Pontificio and 
Annuarium Statisticum Ecclesiae provide a comprehensive demographic overview of the 
status of the Roman Catholic Church and represent one of the most organized efforts to 
quantify a religion in the world today. These two texts include data on personnel in the 
Holy See as well as complete lists of all Catholic dioceses in the world, including data on 
many churches, mission stations, Catholic populations, seminarians, educational 
institutes, priests, as well as baptisms and marriages. 
The data in Annuario Pontificio, Annuarium Statisticum Ecclesiae, and the 
Missionary Archives of Propaganda Fide began with missionaries like the Jesuits who 
prioritized detailed record-keeping as part of their overseas responsibilities. These men 
produced documents that informed scholarship beyond religious history and demography 
to help shed light on the cultural and social history of indigenous populations. 
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Missionaries collected data on vital statistics of indigenous populations, Catholic 
personnel, and other administrative information. Often these data were found in the 
context of much larger works that recorded the history of missions in a region.  
The 24th session of the Council of Trent (1545–1563) required priests to keep 
records of marriages and baptisms.69 For marriage: “The parish priest shall have a book, 
which he shall keep carefully by him, in which he shall register the names of the persons 
married, and of the witnesses, and the day on which, and the place where, the marriage 
was contracted.”70 Likewise, for baptisms: “The parish priest, before he proceeds to 
confer baptism, shall carefully inquire of those whom it may concern, what person or 
persons they have chosen to receive from the sacred font the individual baptized, and he 
shall allow him or them only to receive the baptized; shall register their names in the 
book, and teach them what relationship they have contracted, that they may not have any 
excuse on the score of ignorance.”71  
The Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples was established in 1622 by 
Pope Gregory XV to focus on missionary activities around the world. Until 1982 it was 
called the Congregation of the Propagation of the Faith, or Propaganda Fide. Francesco 
Ingoli (1622–1649) was the Congregation’s first secretary. He recognized the importance 
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of documentation for both effective missions work and historiography.72 The purpose of 
the Congregation was to help enable the spread of the Roman Catholic faith, including 
the formation of local clergy, the establishment of missionary institutions, and the 
generation of material assistance for missionary activities.73  
Both secular and ecclesiastical leaders used data that Jesuits collected for either 
documenting the progress of missions or evaluating royal subsidy disbursement.74 These 
data were used more contemporarily for studying the drastic depopulation of indigenous 
peoples. An example of Jesuits participating in demographic data collection was Pedro 
Murillo Velarde (1698–1753), who wrote a history of the Jesuit province of the 
Philippines in 1716.75 His Historia de la Provincia de Philipinas de la Compañia de 
Jesus documented the arrival of Jesuits in the province and their activities on the various 
islands. The book provided lists of governors, archbishops, and superiors of the province, 
as well as the number of souls (almas) in each town (pueblo). Velarde recorded a total of 
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209,527 almas in 93 pueblos.76 Another example was from Mexico and the Pimería Alta 
missions. The records from Jesuit missions show that in 1687 there were 30,000 Pimo, 
Papago, and Sobaipuri Pima in the Pimería Alta, but at the time of the Jesuit expulsion 
from the Spanish Empire in 1766, there were only 6,000, an 80% decrease in 80 years.77 
The kind of data collected by Jesuits in their censuses included sacramental registers of 
burials, baptisms, martyrs, and marriages. 
In 1761, Ignacio Lizasoaín, Visitor-General of the Jesuits in northwestern New 
Spain, visited the Pimería Alta to report on the state of the mission and produced the 
Lizasoaín report (see figure 1.2).78 The report listed the name of each mission and the 
missionary father assigned to it, followed by the number of families, widowers, widows, 
individuals receiving instruction, and children.79 Some incidental statistics were also 
included, such as numbers of livestock and horses. All told, the report included enough 
information to ascertain the population of the included villages. These data would be 
unavailable to modern scholars without Jesuit emphasis on record-keeping. 
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Figure 1.2. Excerpt from the 1761 Lizasoaín Report 
 
Source: Robert H. Jackson, “The Last Jesuit Censuses of the Pimería Alta Missions, 1761 and 1766,” Kiva 46, no. 4 
(Summer 1981): 260. 
 
The data that Jesuits collected were valuable contributions to historical 
documentation of the region. Diseases brought by European colonizers nearly decimated 
indigenous populations. Due to the extensive record-keeping habits of the Jesuits, it was 
possible to see—such as in the case of the Pimería Alta—when most of those deaths 
occurred. Providing potential evidence for mass death by epidemic, the data between 
1761 and 1765 for the Pimería Alta revealed an excess of burials over baptisms.80 Euro-
Asiatic diseases were the primary cause of depopulation among indigenous peoples in the 
Pimería Alta mission, and the demographic data collected by the Jesuits in these missions 
provided evidence of the population’s size over an 80-year period.  
                                                 
80 Ibid., 253. 
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Jesuits in Paraguay began keeping extensive records of vital statistics in the 
1640s.81 Despite lost parish books, there do exist, from the mid-seventeenth century, 
reports with total populations and number of families in each mission. Each report split 
the population according to boys and girls younger than seven, adolescents (age seven to 
fifteen for girls and seventeen for boys), widows, and widowers. These reports also 
included data on the total number of baptisms, marriages, and deaths, starting in 1690. 
Massimo Livi-Bacci and Ernesto Maeder stated that the series of reports were practically 
complete from 1728 to 1767 and that the data quality appeared to be high because of the 
Jesuits’ concern for precision and accuracy. In fact, they claimed that after the expulsion 
of the Jesuits in 1767 and the turnover of record-keeping to other religious and 
administrative authorities, the data quality of peoples in the region reduced 
dramatically.82 Unlike the demographic impact on the peoples of the Pimería Alta, Livi-
Bacci and Maeder argued that the Jesuits had an overall positive influence on the 
demographic trends of the Guaraní. While epidemics and wars between 1733 and 1739 
were indeed devastating, the Jesuits’ instructions to marry young (monogamously) and 
maintain high birth rates helped to create a surplus of births relative to deaths during 
                                                 
81 For more on the Jesuits in Paraguay, see R.B. Cunninghame Graham, A Vanished Arcadia: 
Being Some Account of the Jesuits in Paraguay, 1607 to 1767 (New York: Haskell House, 1968); Philip 
Caraman, The Lost Paradise: An Account of the Jesuits in Paraguay, 1607–1768 (London: Sidgwick and 
Jackson, 1975); Adalberto López, The Colonial History of Paraguay: The Revolt of the Comuneros, 1721–
1735 (New Brunswick, NJ: Transactino Publishers, 2007), 47–62. 
 
82 Massimo Livi-Bacci and Ernesto J. Maeder, “The Missions of Paraguay: The Demography of an 
Experiment,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 35, no. 2 (Autumn 2004): 198. 
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crisis years.83 Between the 1640s and the early 1730s, the Guaraní population increased 
from 40,000 to more than 140,000.84 
 
Ethnography 
Ethnography—scientific descriptions of a particular people or culture’s 
customs—provided on-the-ground, intimate perspectives of the everyday lives of 
ordinary people. It included a host of features such as religious practices, life cycle 
rituals, societal structures, and gender roles. Conducting ethnographic research was a 
seemingly obvious task for foreign missionaries to undertake since they traveled through 
                                                 
83 Ibid., 222. A subsequent study challenged Livi-Bacci and Maeder’s claim. Robert Jackson 
argued that while their methodology was “defensible,” it presented only a one-dimensional analysis of the 
calculation of vital rates and marriage patterns and ignored the variety that existed among individual 
missions. See Robert H. Jackson, “The Population and Vital Rates of the Jesuit Missions of Paraguay, 
1700–1767,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 37, no. 3 (Winter 2008): 401. Jackson discussed 
other important factors to explain Guaraní demographic trends that did not get picked up in censuses, such 
as commerce, regional conflict, and movement of European troops. 
 
84 Livi-Bacci and Maeder, “Missions of Paraguay,” 185. There is a significant scholarly debate 
concerning the size of indigenous populations in the Americas at the time of European colonization and the 
extent to which statistics from missionaries can be trusted. A variety of methods exist that historians, 
including historical demographers, employ to uncover what the situation was like and to measure the 
impact of European arrivals. For an overview of the debate and a literature review of the relevant 
scholarship, see William M. Denevan, ed., The Native Population of the Americas in 1492, 2nd ed. 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1992), xvii–xxxi. See also David Henige, Numbers from 
Nowhere: The American Indian Contact Population Debate (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1998). Chapter 18 of Henige’s text, “Careful Errors,” discussed the unreliability of historical missionary 
statistics, particularly baptismal records. He asserted that missionaries produced inflated numbers because 
they needed to justify their activities overseas to continue receiving financial support from home. Henige 
stated, “…close, sustained, and critically informed scrutiny of these writings is likely to bear fruit, but it 
will not be the fruit of literal truth.” Henige, Numbers from Nowhere, 275. While blindly accepting one 
kind of source is not sound historiographical practice, neither is making sweeping generalizations about 
apparent bias in a whole genre of primary source documents. The Jesuits had a stake in what would develop 
into this debate by lending their skills to and prioritizing the demographic documentation of the areas they 
missionized. 
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previously unchartered lands and made significant discoveries about how indigenous 
peoples lived, worked, and organized their societies.  
A prominent example of Jesuit ethnographic work was that of José de Acosta 
(1540–1600) in Peru and surrounding areas. Acosta was primarily a theologian, but also a 
natural scientist, politician, mathematician, and writer, among other areas of expertise. 
His time at the Jesuit college of Medina del Campo was critical for his formation as a 
scholar, and it was there that he adopted the Renaissance humanist ideal of classical 
education, together with pious formation.85 His humanist education continued at the 
famed University of Alcalá, where he finished the four-year course in philosophy, 
followed by another four-year course in theology. Year three of the philosophy 
curriculum included the study of Aristotle’s Natural Philosophy, and year four Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics, in addition to geography, arithmetic, and geometry.86 Acosta produced a 
three-volume series on the natural habitat and culture of the peoples he encountered on 
his various travels throughout the Americas. The third volume, Historia Natural y Moral 
de las Indias (1590), for which he was most famous, represented one of the first detailed 
and realistic descriptions of life in the New World.87  
                                                 
85 Claudio M. Burgaleta, S.J., José de Acosta, S.J. (1540–1600): His Life and Thought (Chicago: 
Loyola Press, 1999), 12. 
 
86 Ibid., 17–18. 
 
87 José de Acosta, Historia Natural y Moral de las Indias (Sevilla: Juan de León, 1590). 
Composed in Spanish, this book was translated into Italian in 1596; German, French, and Dutch in 1598; 
Latin in 1602; and English in 1604. 
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Acosta arrived in Peru as a missionary in 1572, was appointed provincial in 1576, 
and served in the region until 1586.88 His initial appointment was to teach theology, hear 
confessions, and preach. However, he also traveled around the province, interacted with 
indigenous peoples, and kept detailed records of their activities and environments. His 
travels provided him valuable knowledge of indigenous religion and society and were the 
basis of his ethnographic scholarship. 
Historia Natural y Moral de las Indias covered an immense amount of material 
that spanned the natural and social sciences.89 The titles of the seven books (chapters) 
that comprised the text showed the breadth and depth of Acosta’s work: 
 
Book 1: About the Heavens, Weather, and Land of the New World 
Book 2: About the Burning Zone and its Qualities 
Book 3: About the Three Elements Air, Water, and Earth of the New World 
Book 4: About the Compounds and Mixtures, Metals, Plants, and Animals of the 
New World 
Book 5: The Moral History, About the Religion, Rites, Idolatries, and Sacrifices 
of the Indians 
Book 6: About the Politics, Government, Laws, Customs and Events of the 
Indians 
Book 7: About the Origins, Succession, Privileges, and Other Notable Things of 
the Mexicans 
 
The first four books were the natural history, and the remaining three the “moral,” 
or religious/social/cultural history. Acosta stated that he compiled the text because of 
                                                 
88 On Jesuits in Peru, see Nicholas P. Cushner, The Jesuits and First Evangelization of Native 
America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 79–100; Sabine Hyland, Gods of the Andes: An Early 
Jesuit Account of Inca Religion and Andean Christianity (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2011); Andrés I. Prieto, Missionary Scientists: Jesuit Science in Spanish South America, 
1570–1810 (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 2011), 13–88. 
 
89 See also Gregory J. Shepherd, An Exposition of José de Acosta’s Historia Natural y Moral de 
las Indias, 1590: The Emergence of an Anthropological Vision of Colonial Latin America (Lewiston, NY: 
Edwin Mellen Press, 2002). 
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gaps in previous scholarship. He was exposed to material that described the “new and 
strange things” of the New World but contained no attempts to explain or discuss them in 
detail. He also claimed that no book had recorded the “deeds and history” of the 
indigenous peoples themselves.90 His education was apparent throughout the text, which 
was organized around Aristotelian concepts and thinking.  
Book five on religion, rites, “idolatries,” and sacrifices was most interesting 
regarding Acosta’s work in relationship to the wider discussion of Jesuits and early social 
science and missions. It was an early example of the kind of ethnographic work that 
subsequent generations of missionaries would undertake to analyze indigenous religious 
practices and effectively convert people to Christianity. Still a missionary at heart, Acosta 
stated in the prologue to the fifth book that it was necessary to understand the indigenous 
practices related to religion, superstitions, rites, idolatries, and sacrifices to fulfill the task 
of evangelization.91 Acosta’s take on the worldview of indigenous peoples was 
significant for mission history and illustrated a critical difference between some 
missionaries and their related colonial authorities. He argued that indigenous peoples 
were indeed capable of rational thought. Their customs and cultures needed to be 
understood for true conversion to occur, which was only possible through the acquisition 
                                                 
90 Cited in Barbara G. Beddall, Father José de Acosta and the Place of His Historia Natural y 
Moral de las Indias in the History of Science (Valencia: Artes Gráficas Soler, 1977), 29. 
 
91 Acosta, Historia Natural y Moral, 300. 
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of knowledge. The way in which indigenous peoples viewed the world dictated the 
explanation of elements of Christianity.92 
Another important example of missionary ethnography was in Brazil, at the same 
time Acosta was in Peru.93 Jesuits left behind documents that described indigenous 
customs of the Tupian Indians and Jesuit efforts to evangelize them. Practices included 
cannibalism, inter-family marriage, polygyny, divorce, and sorcery.94 José de Anchieta 
(1534–1597) produced the first grammar in the Tupí language and was considered 
Brazil’s first ethnologist, as well as a co-founder of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.95 
Donald Forsyth described the Jesuits in Brazil as on the cutting edge of Portuguese 
contact with indigenous populations. The Jesuits learned their languages, lived in their 
villages, took care of their sick, protected them from outsiders, and tried to turn them into 
good Catholics. He described the interaction:  
 
This kind of interaction resulted in an intimate knowledge of Tupinambi life and 
customs, despite the Jesuits' ethnocentric biases-which were, in any event, often less 
pervasive than those of many other Europeans in Brazil. Consequently, their first-
hand accounts of Tupinambi life are indispensable in any attempt to understand the 
social institutions and cultural patterns of the Tupian Indians of the coast.96 
 
                                                 
92 Anthony Pagden, The Fall of Natural Man: The American Indian and The Origins of 
Comparative Ethnology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 157. 
 
93 For Jesuits in Brazil, see Alida C. Metcalf, Go-Betweens and the Colonization of Brazil, 1500–
1600 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005), especially chapter 4, “Conversion.”  
 
94 Donald W. Forsyth, “The Beginnings of Brazilian Anthropology: Jesuits and Tupinamba 
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The Jesuits’ closeness to indigenous communities provided them with valuable 
information to compose important ethnographic texts that would eventually serve the 
modern discipline of anthropology in a way that secular or administrative documents 
could not. Anthropologists owed much to missionaries like Acosta and Anchieta, who 
documented, many for the first time, customs of indigenous peoples. In the case of the 
Americas, the information provided by the Jesuits was especially valuable for historical 
anthropology in that many indigenous groups disappeared because of war, disease, 
enslavement, and assimilation.97 
 
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-century Social Science and Missions 
The use of social science methodology, particularly demography, took a slightly 
different form in Protestant missions than in Catholic missions. Catholic missionaries in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries produced social scientific data as an extension of 
initial encounters between the West and indigenous peoples. They saw a need to 
document and study new cultures and geographies and did not necessarily see data-
gathering explicitly as a tool for reaching people with the Christian message. Overall, 
Protestant missionaries produced social scientific data for garnering support and 
resources for the evangelization and conversion of non-Christian peoples. The Protestant 
missionary enterprise was also younger than Catholic missions and carried with it a 
distinct emphasis on individual, personal conversion to obtain salvation.  
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At the beginning of the nineteenth century, “science” was the equivalent of 
“knowledge.” However, by the end of the century, the term had gained specifically 
empirical connotations.98 By the early twentieth century, modern scientific and religious 
thought were both grounded in Enlightenment objectivism.99 Part of the scientific 
endeavor, extended to religion, was to eliminate the possibility of error and produce 
totally unbiased and impersonal analyses in a quest for objective truth.100 Science was 
about measurement and therefore distinct from philosophy, history, theology and other 
disciplines associated with missions. Throughout the twentieth century, however, the 
notion of objectivity unraveled as scholars realized that science could not be as objective 
as once thought. As Thomas Kuhn argued, major scientific “facts” were dependent on 
theoretical interpretation.101 Total objectivity was impossible. However, for much of the 
                                                 
98 See chapter 2 for a discussion of changing definitions of “science.” “Science” did not exist in its 
contemporary form until changes that began in the mid-seventeenth century. The institutionalization and 
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nineteenth century. See Paolo Rossi, “Bacon’s Idea of Science,” in The Cambridge Companion to Bacon, 
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Christians utilized the scientific method in their study 
of missions to validate the missionary enterprise and garner support for it at home.102 
Missionaries and missiologists wanted to describe Christianity regarding its 
numerical relationship to other religions, its efforts to make converts, and its obligation to 
raise up more missionaries. The literature compared global missionary statistics in 
surveys, atlases, encyclopedias, and dictionaries. Each of these works contained thorough 
estimates for Christian adherents, missionaries, indigenous converts, clergy, and other 
personnel.103 These works documented and described global Christian missions to 
evaluate its successes or failures, inform missionary deployment, and mobilize the home 
base for prayer and increased missionary sending. Both Catholics and Protestants 
produced empirical missionary atlases and statistical analyses. This section describes 
three different streams of literature: German, Catholic, and Protestant, including the 
Mission Education Movement and popular writing on missions.104 These missionaries 
and missiologists produced extensive data on missions and helped launch an entire 
discipline of missionary surveys and statistics. 
 
                                                 
102 David Barrett described this venture as the “science of missions,” a distinct discipline from 
missiology that adapted contemporary scientific approaches such as the scientific method, metrics, 
empirical analysis, quantitative compilation, and mathematics. See Barrett and Johnson, World Christian 
Trends, 447.  
 
103 Ibid., x. 
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German Protestant 
In the nineteenth century, science was a means to study the state of the missionary 
enterprise, including analyses of other religions. F. Max Müller (1823–1900) inaugurated 
the scientific study of religion with works such as Comparative Mythology: An Essay 
(1856), Chips from a German Workshop (1894), and the 50-volume edited series, The 
Sacred Books of the East (1879).105 He translated sacred texts from Hinduism, Buddhism 
Taoism, Jainism, Islam, Confucianism, and Zoroastrianism. Müller argued that religion 
could be studied in a rational and naturalistic way.106 
In 1896, Gustav Warneck (1834–1910) became a professor of the science of 
missions at the University of Halle in the first Protestant chair of missiology.107 Warneck 
never served as a missionary but was utterly devoted to studying, writing about, and 
supporting the missionary enterprise. Called the “missionary to missionaries” and the 
founder of the science of mission studies, Warneck wrote prolifically to disseminate his 
ideas and penned over 30 books and many more articles on the subject.108 In 1873 he 
joined with cartographer-statistician Reinhold Grundemann and educator-theologian 
                                                 
105 Max Müller, Comparative Mythology: An Essay (London: George Routledge and Sons, 1856); 
Max Müller, Chips from a German Workshop (London: Longmans, Green,1894–1895); Max Müller, The 
Sacred Books of the East, 50 vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1879–1910). 
 
106 See Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. William R. 
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Theodor Christlieb to found the monthly journal Allgemeine Missions-Zeitschrift 
(General Mission Magazine), which Warneck edited for 37 years.109 Warneck was the 
first to produce a comprehensive treatment of the science of missions, and his three-
volume Evangelische Missionslehre (Evangelical Mission Theory) was one of his most-
referenced works.110 
In 1898, the journal Archiv für Religionswissenschaft (Archives for the Science of 
Religion) was published to continue the German tradition started by Müller. By the early 
twentieth century, the study of missions was serious and professional enough to be 
considered a “science” in Germany, referred to as Missionswissenshaft, “missionary 
science” or “science of missions.”111 In 1918, professor of church history, Carl Mirbt 
(1860–1929), founded the German Society for Mission Studies (Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Missionswissenchaft)—the first and longest-running of these professional 
associations.112 The Society published a series of volumes starting in 1920 titled 
Missionswissenschaftliche Forchungen (Research in the Science of Mission). Mirbt 
                                                 
109 Ibid., 105. 
 
110 Gustav Warneck, Evangelische Missionslehre: Ein Missionstheoretischer Versuch, 3 vols. 
(Gotha: Perthes, 1897–1905). 
 
111 Barrett and Johnson, World Christian Trends, 447. See also Carine Dujardin and Claude 
Prudhomme, eds., Mission & Science: Missiology Revisited, 1850–1940 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 
2015). 
 
112 Gerald H. Anderson, “Professional Academic Associations for Mission Studies,” International 
Bulletin of Missionary Research 37, no. 1 (January 2013): 13. 
 
  
52 
helped fully establish a scientific discipline of missiology with his special emphasis on 
missionary statistics at the University of Göttingen.113  
Peter Reinhold Grundemann (1836–1924) studied theology at Tubingen and 
served as a pastor from 1861 to 1865. He left the ministry to study missions, specifically 
from a geographic perspective. Grundemann was a prolific writer and was known as the 
“great master of missionary statistics.”114 Between 1867 and 1871 he produced a series of 
mission atlases, with one volume each dedicated to Africa, Asia, Polynesia, and the 
Americas. His next series, co-authored with Gustav Emil Burkhardt, appeared between 
1876 and 1880 and covered more specific geographic areas and ethnic groups, like the 
“Eskimo” (Inuit) in Greenland and Labrador; free blacks in West Africa; tribes in South 
Africa; East Africa and its islands; and India.115 In 1896 he produced the Neuer Missions-
Atlas mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der Deutschen Missionen (New Mission Atlas 
with Special Attention to the German Missions). While Grundemann authored dozens of 
missionary atlases and statistical volumes, he was not the first to do so in Germany. Carl 
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F. Sträudlin (1761–1826) published Kirchliche Geographie und Statistik (Church 
Geography and Statistics) in 1804.116 
Theodor Christlieb (1833–1889) also published an analysis of Protestant missions, 
translated into English in 1880: Protestant Foreign Missions: Their Present State, A 
Universal Survey.117 Christlieb commented how difficult it was to have a clear 
understanding of the state of missions: “Scarcely any one man has a clear conception of 
the internal operations of the numerous societies in the Old and New World, in Africa, 
Australia, and the South Seas.”118  
 
Catholic 
The University of Münster, Westphalia, established the first Roman Catholic chair 
of missiology in 1910, with Joseph Schmidlin (1876–1944) as the first professor of 
missiology and the eventual “father of Catholic missiology.”119 The following year, 
Schmidlin founded the International Institute for Scientific Missionary Research 
(International Institut für Missionswissenschaftliche Forschungen) and published the 
journal, Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft (Journal of the Science of Mission). 
Schmidlin called Warneck the “founder and pioneer-master of mission theory” and 
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borrowed from Warneck’s Missionslehre in his 1931 work Katholische Missionslehre im 
Grundriss (Catholic Mission Theory).120 Other prominent works of Schmidlin’s included 
Einführung in die Missionswissenschaft (1925; Introduction to the Science of Missions) 
and Katholische Missionsgeschichte (1925; History of Catholic Mission).  
Karl C. Streit, SVD (1874–1935) was a Catholic Slovak missionary with the 
Society of the Divine Word in Steyl, the Netherlands. He was also a mission cartographer 
and in 1930 founded the Cartographical Institute of the Society of the Divine Word.121 
His first work was in 1906, Katholischer Missionsatlas: die gesamten Missionsgebiete 
des Erdkreices, which included details on the sending missionary societies, including the 
number of missionaries, priests, religious sisters and brothers, catechists, mission 
stations, schools, and baptized members, as well as region- and country-level population 
data.122 The same year he released a statistical supplement to Katholischer Missionsatlas, 
the Statistische Notizen zum katholischen Missionsatlas.123 The content of this atlas was 
limited to geographical areas outside of Europe. 
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Streit’s Atlas Hierarchicus (Atlas of Ecclesiastical Hierarchy) appeared in two 
editions, 1913 and 1929. The Atlas Hierarchicus was the successor to the Katholischer 
Missionsatlas and was more comprehensive in its coverage. It included all geographical 
areas (except Siberia) and data on 20,000 cities and mission stations. Streit mapped 
outlines of every Catholic diocese in the world, which was an extremely difficult task 
given that diocesan lines were not always adjacent. The atlas also included information 
on male and female orders and congregations, seminaries, and pilgrimage sites. He 
obtained data from country-level handbooks as well as directly from dioceses. Streit 
commented that the most difficult places to obtain data were, perhaps ironically, 
Catholic-majority countries in Europe. A unique feature of the Atlas Hierarchicus was its 
presentation in five languages. The 1929 edition expanded its international focus and 
included more maps and text in German, French, Italian, Spanish, and English.124 This 
edition represented the most complete and comprehensive statistics on the Catholic 
Church to date.125  
 
Protestant Missions and Social Science 
Jesuits produced ethnographies, data on religion, and social scientific research for 
scholarly purposes. Their works were technical and intended for church authorities, 
scholars, and other Jesuits. The Annuario Pontificio and other Catholic statistical books, 
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as well as the German Missionswissenshaft tradition and dense, data-heavy Catholic and 
Protestant works were intended for use mostly by the church. A new stream emerged in 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America with an increase of popular writing on 
missions. This genre appealed to a wider audience, especially lay people within the 
church. Popular writing on missions was in high demand and helped inform the public 
about the world beyond their borders. Data on religion featured prominently in these 
works.  
 
Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-century Works 
North America was a popular mission field in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries.126 For example, John Wesley (1703–1791) traveled some 225,000 miles and 
preached 40,000 sermons across North America during his lifetime. He made upward of 
140,000 converts to “Methodism” as a movement within Anglicanism.127 Wesley 
                                                 
126 North America was a prominent mission field, particularly for Catholics in the nineteenth 
century. The United States was considered a mission field of the Propaganda Fide until 1908. See Dana L. 
Robert, American Women in Mission: A Social History of Their Thought and Practice (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1996), 318. 
One notable work from the seventeenth century was Scotsman Alexander Ross’ (1590–1654) 
Pansebia: Or, A View of All Religions in the World in 1653. This work was famous throughout the century 
and into the next as the most comprehensive, encyclopedic treatment of religion. It was also relatively 
accurate. For example, his one-page treatment of China, drawn from the work of Matteo Ricci, included a 
division of Chinese religion into three sects, which were followers of “Confusius, Xequiam, and Tanzu.” 
These translate into today’s Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. See Alexander Ross, Pansebia: Or, A 
View of All Religions in the World (London: F. Williams, 1653); Alfred Owen Aldridge, The Dragon and 
the Eagle: The Presence of China in the American Enlightenment (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University 
Press, 1993), 39–40. 
 
127 George G. Hunter III, To Spread the Power: Church Growth in the Wesleyan Spirit (Nashville, 
TN: Abingdon Press, 1987), 40. For more on Wesley, see Stephen Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography 
(Oxford: Lion Publishing, 2003); Albert C. Outler and Richard P. Heitzenrater, John Wesley’s Sermons: An 
Anthology (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1991). 
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extensively used data to inform preacher and missionary deployment throughout the 
continent. He also recorded crowd sizes in his writings.128 Methodism was successful 
because of many factors, but critical among those factors was Wesley’s deployment of 
itinerant preachers, like Francis Asbury, who pioneered new geographic areas.129 George 
Hunter argued that Wesley’s methods for growing his renewal movement were strikingly 
similar to the twentieth century’s church growth movement. Wesley was pragmatic and 
based his actions on both qualitative and quantitative research. He observed social 
characteristics of crowds and gathered data through personal interviews. Wesley’s 
personal journal provided analysis of his findings that he used to inform strategy. It 
contained historical and contemporary data on membership figures of growing Methodist 
societies. Through his data, Wesley could amass causes, explanations, and barriers to 
Methodist growth.130  
In the eighteenth century, there were also attempts to draw attention to the 
religious state of the world, including Thomas Broughton’s An Historical Dictionary of 
all Religions from the Creation of the World (1742), and Hannah Adams’ Alphabetical 
Compendium of the Various Sects in the Christian Era (1784).131 Adams, a New 
                                                 
128 Ted A. Campbell, “John Wesley as Diarist and Correspondent,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to John Wesley, ed. Randy L. Maddox and Jason E. Vickers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010), 141. See John Wesley, Percy Livingstone Parker, and Augustine Birrell, eds., The Heart of John 
Wesley’s Journal (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1903). 
 
129 John Lenton, John Wesley’s Preachers: A Social and Statistical Analysis of the British and 
Irish Preachers Who Entered the Methodist Itinerancy Before 1791 (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2009), 7. 
 
130 Hunter, To Spread the Power, 40–62. 
 
131 Thomas Broughton, An Historical Dictionary of all Religions from the Creation of the World 
(London: Printed for C. Davis and T. Haris, 1742); Hannah Adams, Alphabetical Compendium of the 
Various Sects in the Christian Era (Boston: Manning & Loring, 1801). 
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Englander, was on a quest for objectivity in her scholarship amidst significant religious 
controversy. She avoided value judgments and biased language, and—unlike other 
treatments of religion—let religious traditions speak for themselves. She avoided 
favoring one denomination over others.132 The first section of the book contained 
descriptions of 276 sects of Christianity, and the second section contained religions of the 
world organized by continent, region, and country.133  
 
William Carey’s Enquiry 
William Carey (1761–1834), popularly known as the “father of modern 
missions,” utilized quantitative data on religion to encourage Protestants to engage in 
global missions.134 His 1792 book, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians, to Use 
Means for the Conversion of the Heathens, set the stage for the development of the 
modern Protestant missionary movement.135 The foundation for Carey’s work was the 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
132 Gary D. Schmidt, A Passionate Usefulness: The Life and Literary Labors of Hannah Adams 
(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2004), 31–32. 
 
133 Adams was initially uninclined to publish this impressive work because she was a female 
writer. The Reverend Thomas Prentiss, the author of the book’s preface, urged her, stating, “The world has 
been absurdly accustomed to entertain but a moderate opinion of female abilities, ascribing such abilities to 
men who supported their work.” See Schmidt, Passionate Usefulness, 33–34. Adams stands out as the only 
female author in this review of the literature, as so few women historically engaged in the academic, social 
scientific study of mission and world Christianity. 
 
134 On William Carey, see Terry G. Carter, ed., The Journal and Selected Letters of William Carey 
(Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, Inc., 2000); Basil Miller, William Carey: The Father of Modern 
Missions (Minneapolis: Bethany House Pub., 1985); Timothy George, “Let it Go: Lessons from the Life of 
William Carey,” in Expect Great Things, Attempt Great Things: William Carey and Adoniram Judson, 
Missionary Pioneers, ed. Allen Yeh and Chris Chun (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013). 
 
135 William Carey, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to use Means for the Conversion 
of the Heathens; In Which the Religious State of Different Nations of the World, the Success of Former 
  
59 
Great Commission of Jesus Christ, described as the “obligation to disperse themselves 
[Jesus’s apostles] into every country of the habitable globe, and preach to all the 
inhabitants, without exception, or limitation.”136 He observed that Christians of his time 
did not take up the evangelistic task with the same zeal as New Testament Christians, and 
made rational arguments for why missions were still the task of the church. Carey also 
made sustained theological arguments against popular Calvinist fatalism. He laid out a 
plan for the creation of a missionary society within which “serious Christians” would 
deploy missionaries to work around the world.137 Carey’s Baptist Missionary Society 
became one of the first successful voluntaristic mission agencies and the standard model 
for how Protestants would send missionaries abroad.138 Carey also provided a brief 
overview of the history of mission from the apostles, through the conversion of Europe, 
to the British colonies. He highlighted the Moravians as the exemplar of missionary 
service.139 
Section III of the Enquiry was Carey’s survey of the religious status of the world. 
It divided the world into four regions: Europe, Asia, Africa, and America. Carey further 
                                                                                                                                                 
Undertakings, and the Practicability of Further Undertakings, are Considered. (Leicester: Ann Ireland, 
1792). 
 
136 Ibid., 7. 
 
137 Ibid., 82–87. 
 
138 See Brian Stanley, “Some Problems in Writing a Missionary Society History Today: The 
Example of the Baptist Missionary Society,” in Missionary Encounters: Sources and Issues, ed. Robert A. 
Bickers and Rosemary Seton (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1996); Andrew Walls, “Missionary Societies and 
the Fortunate Subversion of the Church,” in The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the 
Transmission of the Faith, ed. Andrew Walls (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996). 
 
139 Carey, Enquiry, 37. 
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divided the population of each region into Christians, Jews, “Mahometans,” and 
“Pagans.” Carey provided details on Christian denominational affiliation, such as Greek, 
“Papists,” Lutherans, and others.140A table for each continent listed countries with their 
geographical reach, the number of people, and description of its religion. For example, 
table 1.1 below reports the description of Sweden, with most Swedes as “serious 
Lutherans” although with many superstitious “pagans” among the Laplanders.141 
 
Table 1.1. Excerpt from William Carey’s Enquiry, Data on Europe 
 
Source: William Carey, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens 
(Leicester: Ann Ireland, 1792), 39. 
 
Most of Asia and Africa was described as “Pagan” and “Mahometan,” with a 
smattering of Christians in colonized areas. “Pagan” was a broad term used to describe a 
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wide range of peoples: Native Americans in California, traditional religionists in Africa, 
people of the Caribbean, and others. “Pagans” were trapped in deep darkness and 
engrossed in “the most childish customs and traditions.”142 “Pagans” were also “in 
general poor, barbarous, naked pagans, as destitute of civilization, as they are of true 
religion.”143 Carey, as well as other missionaries of his time and throughout much of the 
nineteenth century, saw little value in non-Western civilizations and thought they were 
without religion entirely. He also critiqued the missions of the Jesuits in China and Japan, 
who made converts to Catholicism yet allowed them to “revere” Confucius. He mused 
that Asian interactions with Catholic missions in fact worsened, not bettered, their 
situation.144 Most Christians in the world, according to Carey, were ignorant and 
immoral. Greek and Armenian Christians were just as “ignorant and vicious” as the 
Muslims. Lutherans in Denmark were ignorant hypocrites.145 
Carey did not indicate where he got his data for his analysis of the “state of the 
world.”146 Most of his statistics were general order estimates, and he admitted that some 
                                                 
142 Ibid., 63. 
 
143 Ibid. 
 
144 Ibid., 64. 
 
145 Ibid., 66. His low opinion of most Christians revealed Carey’s anti-state-church perspective. 
 
146 Ibid., 62. Compared to his predecessors, William Carey’s outlook on the world and how he 
presented his data were distinctively new. No primary source material appears to exist to offer a rationale 
for the layout of the Table of Nations. Dwight Baker suggested that Carey was perhaps influenced by the 
work of political economists Gregory King and Charles Devenant. King estimated the carrying capacity of 
differing types and qualities of land—swamp, field, forest, mountains, and so on—for taxation purposes. 
King’s estimates might have provided Carey a method for estimating the religious makeup of the world 
with little “hard data” available. King developed his formulations in 1696, although his manuscript 
remained unpublished until 1802, a decade after Carey’s Enquiry. King’s unpublished work had some 
circulation, and Baker hypothesized that Carey perhaps had access to it through the library of a wealthy 
patron. See Dwight Baker, “William Carey’s Geographical Perspective and the Invention of a Missionary 
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estimates were better than others.147 Table 1.2 lists Carey’s estimations for the religious 
makeup of the world. 
 
Table 1.2. William Carey’s Estimates of World Religions 
 Population % of world pop. 
Pagans 420 million 57.5% 
Muslims 130 million 17.8% 
Catholics 100 million 13.7% 
Protestants 44 million 6.0% 
Greek & Armenian Churches 30 million 4.0% 
Jews 7 million <1.0% 
World population 731 million 100.0% 
Source: William Carey, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens 
(Leicester: Ann Ireland, 1792), 62. 
 
Carey’s Enquiry was an important book that set the stage for number-crunching in 
Protestant missions, which became a significant part of the growing worldwide mission 
enterprise throughout the nineteenth century. Carey’s purpose was two-fold. He wanted 
to communicate the dire need of the gospel around the world to both validate the mission 
enterprise and encourage more Christians to participate in it. The Enquiry was the first of 
many books to use facts and figures to address the need for more missionaries around the 
world and thus began an enduring trend. Missionaries repeated his formula throughout 
                                                                                                                                                 
Hero” (paper presented at the annual meeting for the Yale-Edinburgh Group for the Study of Non-Western 
Christianity, Yale Divinity School, New Haven, Connecticut, July 2005). 
 
147 Historical demography is difficult to estimate, but current estimates for the world’s population 
in 1800 are usually around 800–1,000 million, meaning that Carey likely missed a few hundred million 
people in his analysis. See John Tanton, “End of the Migration Epoch?” The Social Contract 4, no. 3 
(Spring 1994); “World Population: Historical Estimates of World Population,” United States Census 
Bureau, accessed February 4, 2017, 
https://www.census.gov/population/international/data/worldpop/table_history.php. 
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the nineteenth century and wrote books and pamphlets to describe the fate of the 
unevangelized, the conditions of the heathen millions around the world without the 
gospel, and the obligations of Christians to reach them.148 William Carey’s Enquiry 
sparked a trend that many not only followed but improved upon, with greater detail of 
information and increased scientific rigor. 
 
Popular Writing on Missions 
The Industrial Revolution (roughly 1760–1840) ushered in a time of rapid, 
massive technological change, marked by the advancement of print technologies and 
expansion of networks for the distribution of printed materials.149 Print media in the 
United States expanded significantly in the nineteenth century and continued into the 
twentieth.150 At the beginning of the century, a hand-delivered letter took weeks or 
months to arrive at its destination. By mid-century, for example, messages were sent 
nearly instantly by telegraph along copper wires that spanned the Westward-expanding 
                                                 
148 Such as Gordon Hall and Samuel Newell, The Conversion of the World: or the Claims of Six 
Hundred Millions and the Ability and Duty of the Churches Respecting Them, 2nd ed. (Andover: ABCFM, 
Flagg & Gould, 1818); Duty of the Present Generation to Evangelize the World: An Appeal from the 
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149 On the industrial revolution, see James S. Olson, Encyclopedia of the Industrial Revolution in 
America (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002); Corona Brezina, The Industrial Revolution in America: 
A Primary Source History of America’s Transformation into an Industrial Society (New York: The Rosen 
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Activism in the United States (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013). For more on nineteenth-century print media, see 
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country.151 Another important innovation was the steam engine. When attached to a 
printing press, several hundred pages of a book or magazine could print at once.152 This 
technology revolutionized print publishing for books, magazines, and newspapers. 
Changes in public education also encouraged a rise in literacy rates that increased 
demand for popular literature.153  
The mainline Protestant mission movement grew in strength and size throughout 
the nineteenth century. Missionaries spread the gospel message infused with a healthy 
dose of American civilization, by the early twentieth century coded in the term “social 
progress.”154 In the nineteenth century, Americans first went abroad to India, Burma, and 
Hawai’i, and by 1900 had departed for the Middle East, Africa, and Eastern Asia. In this 
century both denominational sending boards and “faith mission” voluntary societies were 
established and significantly grew.155 Further, 60% of American missionaries by the end 
                                                 
151 Melvin L. DeFleur, Mass Communication Theories: Explaining Origins, Processes, and Effects 
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(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2015). 
 
152 DeFleur, Mass Communication Theories, n.p.  
 
153 Horace Mann, a Massachusetts educator and politician, helped establish the nation’s first tax-
based compulsory education system. See Gabriel Compayré, Horace Mann and the Public Schools in the 
United States, trans. Mary D. Frost (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell & Co., 1907); Brian L. Fife, Old 
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154 See chapter 2 for more on mission and social progress, especially in relation to social scientific 
research on religion. See also Scott W. Sunquist, Understanding Christian Mission: Participation in 
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included the New York Missionary Society (1800); British and Foreign Bible Society (1804); American 
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of the century were women, including both missionary wives and single women.156 
Missions were central to the work of the church, and coupled with a rise in the number of 
missionaries sent from denominational boards was an increased interest in missions 
among the American public. People wanted reliable information on the progress and 
meaning of foreign missions.157 Quantitative studies on the global Christian mission 
enterprise appeared rapidly in the nineteenth century.158  
                                                                                                                                                 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (1810); Wesleyan Missionary Society (1813); American 
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Centennial Study of Foreign Missions: A Statistical Supplement to “Christian Missions and Social 
  
66 
The Mission Education Movement was a vehicle through which mainline 
Protestants taught ordinary church-goers about missions.159 Education on missions came 
partly through stories of missionaries abroad, but also through numbers. The Movement 
began in 1902 and brought together youth and women’s organizations in the United 
States and Canada.160 Young people energized for missions participated in organizations 
such as the Student Volunteer Movement (SVM) and the YMCA.161 Women organized 
separate, highly successful, and self-sufficient sending boards.162  
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See Mayer N. Zald and Patricia Denton, “From Evangelism to General Service: The Transformation of the 
YMCA,” Administrative Science Quarterly 8, no. 2 (September 1963): 214–234. 
 
162 See Robert, American Women; Margaret Bendroth and Virginia Lieson Brereton, eds., Women 
and Twentieth-Century Protestantism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002); Ann Braude, Sisters and 
Saints: Women and American Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Catherine Brekus, ed., 
The Religious History of American Women: Reimagining the Past (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2007); Barbara Keeves-Ellington, Kathryn Kish Sklar, and Connie A. Shemo, eds., 
Competing Kingdoms: Women, Mission, Nation, and the American Protestant Empire, 1812–1960 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2010). 
 
  
67 
The publishing imprint of the Mission Education Movement was Friendship 
Press, founded in 1926. The Press produced books, maps, and other resources to bring 
awareness to the status of global missions and widely disseminate statistics on 
missions.163 Materials produced for the Movement were both optimistic and self-critical. 
They rallied around a global vision of Christian cooperation to make the world a better 
place through the provision of social services. They were also aware of the weaknesses of 
Christian nations to live up to Christian ideals.164 They stressed partnership across 
denomination, gender, and nationality.165 
One of the most important publications in the demand for literature on missions 
was The Missionary Review of the World. Royal G. Wilder, a former Presbyterian 
missionary in India, was the founding editor of The Missionary Review of the World in 
1877.166 Wilder resonated with the mission passion of A.T. Pierson (1837–1911), who at 
the time was pastor of Bethany Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia. Pierson was a 
promoter of missions and a father figure of the Student Volunteer Movement with his 
lecture to the Mt. Hermon 100 in 1886.167 Pierson denied that he coined the “watchword” 
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of the SVM—“the evangelization of the world in this generation”—but he certainly 
popularized it in numerous articles for The Missionary Review.168 He became co-editor of 
The Missionary Review in 1887 with Rev. J.M. Sherwood. According to Robert, The 
Missionary Review was “the American voice of a nondenominational movement in 
missions.”169 Further, by 1890 when Pierson had sole editorial responsibility, The 
Missionary Review was the “foremost American missions periodical of the era.”170 The 
publication contained news from mission fields around the world, editorials about world 
events that affected missions, plus book reviews and numbers. Pierson stated,  
Fire needs first of all to be kindled, then to be fed, then to have vent. The only 
power that can kindle the flame of missionary zeal is the Holy Spirit. The coal must 
be a live coal from God’s altar. But, having the coal and a breath from above, all 
that is needed is fuel to feed the flame, and that fuel is supplied by a knowledge of 
facts.171  
 
His statement was indicative of the rising popularity of quantitative data in 
American culture, including missions. Each volume of The Missionary Review included 
statistical analyses related to Christianity or missions. Each issue contained a monthly 
quantitative overview, titled the “Field of Monthly Survey,” of the status of missions 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
168 Robert, Occupy Until I Come, 151. Pierson’s book, The Crisis of Missions, was an important 
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170 Ibid., 158. Sherwood died in 1890 and Pierson became sole editor. 
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around the world. A different geographical location was highlighted each month to cover 
the world in a year. The “General Missionary Intelligence” section included a lengthy 
table of missionary societies and their income, personnel, schools, and other data (see 
figure 1.3 for a sample table from the “General Missionary Intelligence” section). The 
Missionary Review, which published into the 1930s, was a highly influential publication 
and was the place people went in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries for information 
on missions worldwide. It was the premier example of mass literature directed toward 
analyzing what is now called “world Christianity.”172 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.3. Statistics of the Missionary Societies of the United States and Canada for 1893–1894 from 
The Missionary Review of the World 
                                                 
172 Popular literature like The Missionary Review was in the air that David Barrett breathed. These 
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provided snapshots of the world. The World Christian Encyclopedia was continuous with the literature that 
appeared during the Mission Education Movement. From the perspective of the Movement, Barrett’s 
achievement in the WCE was not new. It was like much of the previously published popular mission 
literature. Barrett’s uniqueness, however, was that he went about his research in a more scientific way. He 
did the same thing, but bigger, better, and more modern than anyone before him.  
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Source: The Missionary Review of the World, Volume 18, 1895, page 70. 
 
An important genre in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was the missionary 
atlas. Some of these atlases attempted to cover all Protestant missions, such as that of 
James Wyld, who produced the first English-language Protestant missionary atlas in 
1839, An Atlas of Maps of Different Parts of the World: Designed to Show the Stations of 
Protestant Missionaries.173 Other Protestant atlases included J.C. Blumhardt’s Christian 
Missions: A Manual of Missionary Geography and History and F.S. Dobbins’ A Foreign 
Missionary Manual: Geographical, Synoptical, Statistical, Bibliographical.174 Other 
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174 See also Joseph Pratt, “Survey of the Protestant Missionary Stations Throughout the World in 
their Geographical Order,” Missionary Register, January 1823. 
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atlases were denominational. The Church Missionary Society released its first of four 
atlases in 1859. The fourth, and last, was published in 1933. Another statistical resource 
was John C. Lowrie, Sketches of the Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church 
(1855).175  
Beyond atlases, attempts at comprehensive statistical volumes were released in 
the nineteenth century as well. These volumes, like William Carey’s Enquiry, included 
not only facts and figures of the missionary enterprise, but also pleas for more missionary 
engagement based on those facts. An early example of this was Gordon Hall and Samuel 
Newell, American missionaries in Bombay, India, who produced The Conversion of the 
World in 1818.176 They addressed their book to the American churches and Christians of 
all denominations to realize their duty to send out missionaries to achieve the salvation of 
the world.177 Although missionaries went overseas, there were far from enough to 
adequately respond to the world’s unevangelized population. Hall and Newell calculated 
a total world population of 800 million and a total Christian population of 200 million, 
177 million of whom were in Europe. They regretfully mused, “If this calculation is at all 
correct, it demonstrates the melancholy fact, that in eighteen hundred years only about 
one fourth part of the world has been evangelized; and that, if the progress of the gospel 
should be no more rapid in the future, than it has been hitherto, it will not spread through 
                                                 
175 John C. Lowrie, Sketches of the Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church, with Maps 
Showing the Stations; and Statistics of Protestant Missions Among Unevangelized Nations, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Anson D. F. Randolph, 1855). 
 
176 Gordon Hall and Samuel Newell, The Conversion of the World: or the Claims of Six Hundred 
Millions and the Ability and Duty of the Churches Respecting Them, 2nd ed. (Andover: ABCFM, Flagg & 
Gould, 1818). 
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the world in five thousand years to come.”178 They further calculated only 357 
missionaries working worldwide—presumably a narrow definition including only certain 
Protestant denominations. From their calculations of the number of unevangelized people 
on each continent, they produced a ratio of unevangelized to missionary, shown in table 
1.3. They assumed one Christian missionary for every 20,000 unevangelized people. 
 
Table 1.3. Hall and Newell’s Calculation of Missionary Need, 1818 
Region Number of 
unevangelized 
people 
Number of 
missionaries 
needed 
Number of 
missionaries 
present 
Asia 498 million 24,900 102 
Africa 87 million 4,350 61 
Europe 3 million 150 N/A 
America 12 million 600 194 
World 600 million 30,000 357 
Source: Gordon Hall and Samuel Newell, The Conversion of the World: or the Claims of Six Hundred Millions and the 
Ability and Duty of the Churches Respecting Them, 2nd ed. (Andover: ABCFM, Flagg & Gould, 1818), 12–15. 
 
These data revealed the mindset of the American Protestant missionary 
movement. Hall and Newell held to a strict definition of missionary: male, ordained, 
Westerners who worked among non-Western areas or peoples. They reported no 
missionaries in Europe. They also reported that Baptist missionaries in India converted 
and raised up 50 “preachers.” They used the word “preacher” and “missionary” 
interchangeably in reference to Europeans and Americans. It was clear that Indian 
converts were not “missionaries,” nor were they counted in the tally of missionaries in 
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Asia.179 Hall and Newell further suggested that the proposed increased missionary force 
must be “pious men of suitable age” from America and Europe. Relative to the size of 
their Christian population, American churches should send 4,000 missionaries and 
European churches should send 12,000 missionaries. In total, 16,000 missionaries should 
be sent every seven years, the average amount of time they estimated it took for 
training.180 Hall and Newell’s book was also like William Carey’s in that they made 
logical, rational statements for why the church needed to be deeply engaged in 
missionary work. Unlike Carey, though, Hall and Newell included far more statistics, 
both in depth and breadth, to support those statements. 
One of the most passionate uses of statistics to promote missionary engagement 
came from the 28 American missionaries working in the Sandwich Islands in 1836.181 
The members of the Sandwich Islands Mission held a meeting where they concurred that 
many American Christians who had the capacity to go abroad as missionaries, did not. 
They made a strong statement: “The churches are perceiving more and more clearly their 
duty to the heathen, while their efforts do not correspond with their convictions; thus 
rendering their own salvation doubtful, exposing their country to divine displeasure, and 
                                                 
179 Ibid., 16. 
 
180 Ibid., 17. 
 
181 On the Sandwich Islands mission, see Rufus Anderson, History of the Sandwich Islands 
Mission (Boston: Congregational Pub. Society, 1870); John A. Andrew, III, Rebuilding the Christian 
Commonwealth: New England Congregationalists and Foreign Missions, 1800–1830 (Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1976), 97–119; Julia Flynn Star, Lost Kingdom: Hawaii’s Last Queen, the 
Sugar Kings, and America’s First Imperial Adventure (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2012). 
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leaving the heathen to perish.”182 That is, although churches knew of the need to 
evangelize, they did not do enough about it, and thus cast doubt on their personal 
salvation. One hundred missionaries from the United States served the 600 million 
“heathen” in the world: one missionary for every 100 million unevangelized.183 The 
missionaries sent a shameful message: too few American Christians worked among the 
unevangelized and they gave precious little money to overseas missions. Like Carey’s 
Enquiry, the missionaries also listed common objections that Christians presented for not 
going overseas, and then provided counter-arguments to combat the perceived 
complacency of American Christianity. “Before the young men and women can be 
sought out, and consecrated, and educated, and sent,” they claimed, “half a generation—
three hundred millions—will die.”184 
William B. Boyce’s Statistics of Protestant Missionary Societies (1863) also used 
quantitative data to support missions.185 Boyce’s book contained a list of Protestant 
missionary societies as well as some Catholic societies for 1872–1873. Boyce highlighted 
the dual thorn in the side of every statistical publication—the difficulties in obtaining 
returns and differences in definitions. He stated, “So defective are the Reports of some 
Societies, and so various are the modes of classifying labourers, adopted by different 
bodies, that it is not possible to gather from published documents even the exact number 
                                                 
182 Duty of the Present Generation to Evangelize the World: An Appeal from the Missionaries at 
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of Missionary labourers now employed among the unevangelized.”186 It was even more 
difficult to ascertain the number of male, female, or indigenous workers. He advocated 
for a uniform approach to estimate the number of workers in each missionary society, and 
a general agreed upon timeline to make those data available. The volume took a regional 
approach to the world, and in each region provided a brief historical overview of the 
arrival of missionaries, a breakdown of Christian activity, and a statistical table with 
numbers of stations, ministers, lay agents, adherents, members, schools, and budgets. 
The works by Hall and Newell, the Sandwich Island missionaries, and Boyce 
were all examples of missionary authors who used numbers to encourage more Christians 
to engage in missions. These works went beyond advocacy and elicited guilt and shame. 
However, other works during this time took a more academic and less emotional 
approach, such as Harvey Newcomb’s 1845 Encyclopedia of Missions.187 Newcomb 
produced an objective resource and equally represented mission agencies from different 
Christian denominations. He even included an article on Catholic missions authored by a 
Catholic. The book included an A–Z listing of geographic areas, societies, peoples, and 
other subjects relevant to world missions. Notable about Newcomb’s book was the 
inclusion of world population and religion statistics. Of the 1.2 billion people in the 
world, 200 million were Christians; 14 million Jewish; 140 million Muslim; and 646 
million “heathen idolaters.”188 He stated that “all attempts…to ascertain the population of 
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the globe, are based to a great extent upon conjecture, as comparatively a small 
proportion of it has been determined by actual census.”189 He also included a table that 
described missionary outreach in Asia, Africa, the Pacific Islands, West Indies, and North 
America, totaling 1,673 missionaries, 211,389 members of mission churches, 190,745 
mission schools, and 1.6 million “nominal converts from heathenism.”190 Despite its 
numeric precision, the table only provided a vague notion of progress in missions in the 
last 50 years. Newcomb called it “a very imperfect view of the work accomplished.”191  
Gracey’s Manual of Modern Missions, released in 1889, encouraged American 
Protestants to take up the task of world evangelization, including toward Catholics.192 
Gracey was also a long-time associate editor of The Missionary Review of the World. The 
Manual of Modern Missions primarily focused on the work of mission societies in Great 
Britain and the United States. It presented detailed statistics for the work, funding, and 
personnel of individual societies, including societies working in medical missions, 
publication, and missions targeting Jews.193 He claimed that Protestant churches had sent 
around 3,000 missionaries into “heathen lands,” and that more than ten times that amount 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
189 Ibid. 
 
190 Ibid., 781. 
 
191 Ibid. Newcomb’s encyclopedia bore resemblance to Barrett’s in its comparatively dispassionate 
approach to missions and world religions, emphasis on numbers, and attempt at comprehensive coverage. 
 
192 J.T. Gracey, A Manual of Modern Missions: Containing Historical and Statistical Accounts of 
the Protestant Missionary Societies of America, Great Britain, and the Continent of Europe, also Numerous 
Maps and Diagrams (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1889), ii. 
 
193 Jewish missions were heavily emphasized throughout the nineteenth century, hearkening back 
to Paul’s exhortation in Romans 1:16, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God 
that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile” (NIV). 
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of indigenous Christian teachers served as “home missionaries” in their countries.194 
Along with the typical maps and statistical tables, Gracey included the chart in figure 1.4 
of the breakdown of the world by religion, titled “A Plea for Missions: Religions 
Compared.” Graphics like these were ubiquitous in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
popular literature on missions. They appeared frequently once widespread print media for 
missions was available.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.4. “A Plea for Missions: Religions Compared,” J.T. Gracey, 1889 
                                                 
194 Gracey, Manual of Modern Missions, 7. 
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Source: J.T. Gracey, A Manual of Modern Missions: Containing Historical and Statistical Accounts of the Protestant 
Missionary Societies of America, Great Britain, and the Continent of Europe, also Numerous Maps and Diagrams 
(New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1889), iii. 
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Gracey reported that of a world population of 1.5 billion, 874 million were 
“heathen,” 173 million Muslim, 7 million Jewish, 195 million Catholic, 85 million Greek 
(presumably Orthodox), and 135 million Protestant. These data were intended to energize 
Christians for the continued task of world evangelization: “What are these numbers…in 
comparison with the thousand millions of heathen? They represent…not merely results 
achieved, but energies aroused.”195  
It did not appear that the authors of these studies—and others like them in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—had much communication with one another. 
These texts often repeated similar information in their coverage of the same subject areas: 
how many missionary societies in each region, their budget, personnel statistics, and so 
on. The difficulty of obtaining information plagued everyone equally, as did a lack of 
agreed-upon, consistent definitions with which to work. However, studies in the 
nineteenth century truly set the stage for the twentieth century age of statistics and 
missions, and for a strong link between social science and missions. 
 
Conclusion 
David Barrett produced the most exhaustive book in the history of missionaries 
and social science: The World Christian Encyclopedia. As a Christian missionary, he was 
immersed in popular writing on missions and worked to inform the church of the 
unevangelized millions worldwide. As an academic, Barrett was influenced by previously 
published demographic studies, atlases, and encyclopedias and worked from a scientific 
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intellectual framework. The social scientific research of missionaries described in this 
chapter helped lay the foundation for Christian sociology in the twentieth century, which 
developed into American sociology as an academic discipline (chapter 2).  
Numbers were always an important part of the missionary enterprise. Highly-
educated, cross-cultural observers interested in both spreading the Christian message and 
learning about new peoples and societies produced quantitative reports, atlases, 
encyclopedias, and other materials. The Jesuit model of humanistic education was an 
important framework to produce what would now be considered social scientific 
research. Jesuits in the sixteenth century produced data on indigenous populations that 
not only aided their missions but also informed future population research by 
anthropologists and historians. The Jesuits helped lay a foundation for the role of 
quantification in missions by prioritizing data collection, authoring detailed 
ethnographies, and drawing incredibly accurate maps for missionary purposes. Their 
worked helped to cultivate an early relationship between missions and the social sciences. 
In the nineteenth century, Protestant missionaries used data on religion to increase 
support and resources for missions, especially in the aim of the conversion of non-
Christian peoples worldwide. They produced statistical surveys, atlases, encyclopedias, 
and dictionaries to document and describe the successes and failures of the missionary 
movement. The American mainline Protestant missionary movement encouraged a new 
stream of missionaries and social science: popular writing on missions. Eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century missionaries wrote books and pamphlets geared toward wider 
audiences, especially laypeople in the church, to provide education about missions 
  
81 
abroad. John Wesley, William Carey, and a host of other men and women used numbers 
to promote their missions and encourage others to pray for, give to, and serve in mission. 
Numbers provided highly-valued “objective facts” that “proved” the world needed more 
missionaries abroad. 
Historically, numbers were an integral part of the missionary enterprise. Catholic 
and Protestant missionaries blended science and religion in their use of statistics, from 
producing censuses of indigenous populations to estimating large-scale figures for the 
religious makeup of the world. By the twentieth century, statistics significantly impacted 
the narrative surrounding the American mainline missionary movement through the 
inclusion of data and figures in popular writing on missions. The quantitative 
developments in the missionary movement crossed over into what would become 
scientific, American sociology.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE CHRISTIAN ROOTS OF SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN SOCIOLOGY 
The history of American sociology traces its roots back to missions-oriented 
Christians in the Progressive Era (1880s–1920s) who desired to alleviate human 
suffering. However, the professional orientation of American sociologists shifted after 
World War I and drowned out Christian voices. By the 1960s—when David Barrett 
worked on his Ph.D. in religion at Columbia University—American sociology was 
completely secularized and professionalized in academic institutions. This chapter argues 
that the history of missionaries working in the social sciences helped shape American 
sociology in the 1960s.1 The first generation of American sociologists included Christian, 
data-gathering missionary researchers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
who studied the role of the church in society and produced some of the best social 
scientific studies of their time. They helped forge a strong link between the social 
sciences and religion. The second generation of American sociologists in the mid-
twentieth century were largely scientifically-minded, secular, fact-driven academics who 
wanted to dismiss their discipline’s religious past. However, this chapter’s analysis of the 
social gospel, the missionary movement, and Protestant theological liberalism illustrates 
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that the Christian roots of American sociology had a long-lasting impact on shaping the 
discipline.  
 
Defining “Science” 
Christian sociology and American sociology developed against the backdrop of 
shifting interpretations and definitions of the scientific enterprise. “Science” did not start 
to exist in its contemporary form—observation and experimentation of the physical and 
natural world—until the mid-seventeenth century. The complete institutionalization and 
professionalization of science took place over a long period and was firmly established 
only in the mid-nineteenth century.2 The conceptualization of science shifted as scientists 
and philosophers grappled with the core question that drove scientific inquiry: how can 
we know what is true?3 This question proved circular as it continuously led to new forms 
of scientific inquiry, scientific methods, and quests for certainty.4  
In the early seventeenth century, the Aristotelian understanding of science and the 
cosmos dominated. Scientists could “show” relations between properties in a deductive 
fashion, using reason and logical analyses of available facts. Sets of propositions 
                                                 
2 Paolo Rossi, “Bacon’s Idea of Science,” in The Cambridge Companion to Bacon, ed. Markku 
Peltonen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 25. The Royal Society of London and the 
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Christie, and M.J.S Hodge (London: Routledge, 1990), 218. 
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recognized as true in their own right and demonstration were dependent on one’s 
intuition, which enabled an individual to see the truth.5 Aristotle went beyond mere 
deductions in that he explained facts in relationship to other facts. That is, science was 
considered a tool to explain the unknown by explaining that which was better known.  
The Scientific Revolution (1500s–1700s) represented a reform period led by 
philosophers and scientists to change their social, political, and intellectual worlds—to 
gain more freedom of thought and social equality.6 One of the most profound historical 
shifts in scientific understanding was the replacement of both Aristotelian natural 
philosophy and the Ptolemaic system of astronomy.7 By 1700, a new mechanistic 
philosophy and the Copernican system of astronomy laid the conceptual foundation of 
modern science. Medieval worldviews and Christocentric science and philosophy were 
superseded by changed perceptions of the attainment of proper “scientific” knowledge.8 
The Copernican shift brought important changes not only to understandings of astronomy 
and physics, but also natural philosophy. Knowledge was now based on empirical facts 
rather than church authority.9 For the first time, the results of science were in apparent 
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conflict with the teaching of the Catholic Church.10 Galileo Galilei, René Descartes, 
Francis Bacon, and Isaac Newton served as exemplars of a movement toward intellectual 
liberation. Isaac Newton’s scientific and philosophical work solidified Copernican 
astronomy and, along with Galileo’s contributions, helped lay the foundation for classical 
mathematical physics.11   
Englishman Francis Bacon (1561–1626) heavily shaped the new science of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.12 Neither a scientist nor philosopher, but a lawyer, 
Bacon sought to completely redefine how to determine truth in a new scientific era.13 He 
believed that all human knowledge was flawed because of preconceived prejudices and 
the lenses through which humans viewed the world. The only way to avoid these lenses 
was to look at isolated pieces of nature in controlled settings, away from larger, 
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uncontrolled environments. This approach was the foundation of Bacon’s inductive 
method that began with observations of nature to create laws and general theories.14 
Bacon’s most important works on the inductive method were Novum Organum (1620) 
and The New Atlantis (1627), both of which served as mouthpieces for the new modern 
science. Bacon wanted to fully replace Aristotelian science—which focused on 
contemplation and eternal truths—with science as the discovery of things unknown.15 He 
wanted to unite rationalism and empiricism—theory and practice—to create what he 
described as “active” science. His thinking fundamentally changed the way science 
functioned in society.16 He did not believe in utility as guarantor of truth, but he did 
believe in the possibility of knowing truth through experience. Aristotelian logic jumped 
from empirical particulars to first principles to form the premise of deductive reasoning. 
However, Bacon wanted reason to go the other way: general observations formed at the 
end of scientific inquiry, not the beginning.17 Bacon also stressed the power of science for 
freedom of thought and to transform society.18 
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Bacon’s inductive method served as the foundation of the modern scientific 
method. His developments helped bring a wide range of disciplines under the umbrella of 
“scientific” investigation. In the nineteenth century, philosophers and scientists generally 
agreed that science was largely empirical. Scientists organized, tested, and confirmed 
hypotheses based on knowledge of the natural world. At the same time, natural 
philosophy and science divided into two separate disciplines. Science was concerned with 
the truth revealed in experience and the discovery of natural laws while philosophy’s 
concern was with the world beyond experience.19 Social science methodology in the 
nineteenth century was also heavily influenced by the inductive method. Social scientists 
preferred the inductive method and quantitative methods. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, quantification overtook the social sciences to the extent that anything quantified 
was considered empirical fact. Thus, the line between inductive reasoning and numerical 
analysis was blurred.20  
The main story in the twentieth-century philosophy of science was the rise and 
fall of logical positivism.21 The philosophers of the Vienna Circle started meeting in 1907 
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to discuss issues of philosophy of science and epistemology—and promote logical 
positivism. Led by Moritz Schlick (1882–1936), they helped spread logical positivism to 
the United States and Britain. Logical positivism was essentially mathematics grounded 
in logic. Hudge and Cantor explained that in “any theory in physical science, logical 
structure can be distinguished from empirical content; whereas, by contrast, in 
mathematics which is more or less reducible to logic, there is no empirical content.”22 
Logical positivism was not only a philosophy of science but also an ideological 
characteristic of the Enlightenment in that it advocated for the philosophical teaching of 
morality.23 The philosophy had a major following until the 1950s.24 In the 1960s, it 
received critiques for its claims of no absolutes and the worthlessness of metaphysics. 
Further, logical positivism held that the scientific method was the only method that could 
produce valid results and that the order of reality that science studied was the only reality 
in existence.25  
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In the twentieth century, “science” was clearly defined as the “organized 
methodical investigation of nature’s capacities.”26 Scientists tried to maintain boundaries 
between “pure” and “applied” knowledge, but at the same time saw science in service to 
society. The century also saw the establishment of other kinds of “softer” sciences such 
as food science and sports science.27 American sociologists in the 1960s viewed their 
field as an emerging “hard” science, complete with observations, experiments, and 
empirical research. However, the roots of the discipline grew in a “softer” past—in the 
applied research of Progressive Era, Christian social scientists.  
 
Christian Roots of American Sociology 
The history of American sociology is typically told from the perspective of 
university departments, academic guilds, and leading theorists.28 While these viewpoints 
are important to document the history of the discipline, they often omit the important 
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contributions of religion.29 The Christian roots of American sociology tend to be 
interpreted solely through the lens of social gospel thought. While social gospel thinking 
was ideologically important for early sociological practice—in particular, applied 
sociology—it needs to be considered in a larger context of the religious milieu of late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth-century America.30 The mainline Protestant missionary 
enterprise, global movements of Christian unity and cooperation, and an emerging liberal 
Protestant theological tradition in the United States also shaped American sociology.  
The phenomenon of “Christian sociology” emerged in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries and helped give birth to American sociology as an academic 
discipline. It was bent heavily toward quantitative methods and exemplified by Protestant 
missions-minded researchers such as James Dennis (1842–1914), Harlan P. Beach 
(1854–1933), and H. Paul Douglass (1871–1953). The questions early sociologists asked 
did not necessarily start with the social or the relationship between individual and 
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community, as is assumed for the contemporary sociology of religion. Instead, 
sociologists started with what they perceived as social problems, both “secular” and 
“religious,” and asked how communities could address them for the general improvement 
of society. Christian sociology was an effort to combine religious motives with the 
scientific method.  
 
Protestant Theological Liberalism and the Social Gospel 
Protestant theological liberalism did not appear in the United States until the 
nineteenth century. Its roots lay in the previous century, in the idea that the foundation of 
Christian faith was modern knowledge and experience. Gary Dorrien described liberal 
theology as “the idea that Christian theology can be genuinely Christian without being 
based upon external authority.”31 He argued that liberal theology in nineteenth-century 
America developed within a Victorian framework that conceptualized religion as a 
“civilizing” endeavor. That is, liberal theology was attuned to social salvation and was 
considered a third way between conservatism and radical rationalism.32 Defining features 
of late-nineteenth-century American liberal theology included acceptance of Darwinian 
theory, historical Biblical criticism, the union between God and humanity, and the 
“kingdom-building social mission of the church,” all of which transcended 
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denominational lines.33 It was distinct in its openness to intellectual curiosity—including 
natural and social sciences—its commitment to reason and experience, and its inherent 
conviction that Christianity was an ethical way of life relevant to modern people.34  
The Christian social gospel in the United States began in the late nineteenth 
century and peaked in the 1920s.35 The social gospel’s major thrust was that Christians 
had a responsibility in an industrialized, urbanized, and rapidly-changing world to apply 
Christian values and ethics to societal problems and work toward bettering the world for 
the coming Kingdom of God.36 The social gospel represented an offshoot of theological 
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liberalism that saw the establishment of just societies, along progressive lines, as the 
purpose of religious faith.37 Several important concepts helped shape social gospel 
thought, including faith in progress, an optimistic view of human nature, and an ideal 
vision of American pluralism and diversity.38 Washington Gladden (1836–1918) and 
Walter Rauschenbusch (1861–1918) were key supporters of social gospel thought.39 In 
1909 Gladden expressed that it was not individual pietism that appealed to him in 
Christianity, but instead “religion that laid hold upon with both hands, and proposed, first 
and foremost, to realize the Kingdom of God in this world.”40 Rauschenbusch’s 1917 A 
Theology for the Social Gospel was one attempt to articulate a theological foundation for 
the social gospel and expand the boundaries of a previous generation of liberal Protestant 
thought.41 Rauschenbusch claimed that the church was the “social factor in salvation” and 
as such, had the capacity and responsibility to meet society’s needs.42 Rauschenbusch 
departed from theological leanings of the previous generation and stated that individual 
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40 Washington Gladden, Recollections (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1909), 62–64. See Dorrien, 
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salvation alone was not capable of transforming society. He interpreted the Kingdom of 
God as a matter of transformed lives on earth, not the salvation of human souls for 
heaven.43 
Social gospel supporters were optimistic about the progress of human society, yet, 
they saw signs of what they deemed “evil” and “sin” all around them—obstacles to the 
coming Kingdom of God. The new forms of “societal evil” that accompanied 
modernization, such as labor abuses and poverty, became the pressing social problems of 
their day.44 They believed that working toward eradicating evil from society would 
hasten the Kingdom of God and ready the world for Jesus’ rule. The social gospel’s 
ethical model for action was modeled after the historical Jesus and tended to derive from 
the synoptic gospel tradition (Matthew, Mark, Luke).45 As such, the social gospel was 
primarily an action-oriented movement, not a theological movement.46 Individuals rallied 
around social gospel thought out of concern for pressing social needs, not simply a 
reinterpretation of Christian doctrine.47  
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The connection between the social gospel and theological liberalism was not 
straightforward. Not all social gospelers were liberals, and not all liberals were social 
gospelers. In fact, by the late nineteenth century, a theologically disparate array of 
Protestants identified themselves as “evangelical,” including persons who increasingly 
identified themselves as “liberal.” Gary Dorrien summarized the various theological 
influences on the social gospel and its uniqueness in nineteenth-century American 
religious history: 
The social gospel movement inherited its active social reformism from the 
antiwar, antislavery, and temperance movements of evangelical 
Protestantism and gained much of its missionary impulse from the Home 
Missions movement. Social gospelers like Gladden, Shailer Mathews, and 
Walter Rauschenbusch were raised in evangelical traditions, converted to 
theological liberalism, and gave liberal Christianity an energizing social 
mission through their gospel-centered desire to Christianize America. While 
they promoted various social reforms as aspects of the church’s 
Christianizing mission, however, what made the social gospel distinctive in 
Christian history was not its reforms, but its theology of social salvation.48 
 
Social gospelers with evangelical backgrounds highlighted the worries outlined 
above of theological narrowing and strict emphasis on doctrine over practice. 
Rauschenbusch’s theology, for example, was grounded in an evangelical piety that he 
never disavowed.49 While individual conversion remained important for social gospelers, 
they believed it was more important to put those conversions in the context of society, in 
the pursuit of “social salvation.” They spoke of institutional sin in addition to personal 
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sin, and they looked at the structures that made people poor while living amongst the 
poor, particularly in the case of settlement house women.50 Social gospel thought was 
intricately connected to the emerging currents of Protestant theological liberalism. When 
social gospelers spoke of the Kingdom of God, it was less in the sense of Jesus’ literal 
second coming and more in the belief that people and churches working together could 
imagine a better future for humankind.51  
 
Mainline Protestant Missions 
The Progressive Era (1880s–1920s) marked the height of Western colonial 
expansion and roughly the 100-year anniversary of the mainline Protestant missionary 
movement. Protestantism was closely intertwined with the “civilization approach” to 
missions in a time when the number of missionaries from the Western world was at its 
peak.52 For example, in 1912, James Barton, Foreign Secretary of the American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Mission (ABCFM), authored Human Progress Through 
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Missions—the title alone suggestive of the link between civilization and mission.53 He 
illustrated the influence of the modern missionary movement on the transformation of the 
thought, character, and beliefs of people in the East.54 The civilization approach not only 
justified missionary presence abroad but also the need for missionaries to be experts in a 
variety of academic disciplines.55 
Within the rubric of civilizing missions was a strong impetus to understand 
mission as social progress, driven by post-millennial theology.56 Post-millennial theology 
was tied to Western missionary triumphalism and argued for the ethical superiority of 
Western Christianity to show “progress” in the world, defined as Western-style social 
improvements.57 During this period, many missionaries increasingly employed scientific 
methods to gather evidence for rational arguments in pursuit of gradual improvement in 
the world. The social survey and the development of Christian sociology both initially 
came from within the Christianity-civilization model. 
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For example, Presbyterian mission theorist A.T. Pierson (1837–1911) initially 
held post-millennial beliefs that fueled his abolitionism and led him to serve in cities. 
Pre-millennialism, however, spoke directly to his experience with the urban poor and 
resolved his internal conflict with social progress theology—not everyone was going to 
become a Christian. Pierson embraced a pre-millennial stance and believed that the world 
would become progressively worse until Christ’s return. At the same time, he offered a 
balanced approach and continued to teach others to go into the world and bring the gospel 
to the poor, not just collect people for the church.58  
In World War I (1914–1918), “Christian nations” committed war, violence, and 
injustice. These actions nearly annihilated post-millennial theological thinking, though 
the social gospel and Kingdom of God optimism continued.59 Western Christians felt 
they could no longer make claims of ethical superiority and thus toned down the 
missionary call for social progress. Fundamentalist, pre-millennial theology was 
perceived more in line with the experience of war and a dashed vision of Christian 
America. 
The shift from post- to pre-millennial theology had enormous implications for 
Christians in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and beyond. The Mt. 
Hermon 100 and the popularization of the “watchword”—“the evangelization of the 
world in this generation”—changed the course of Christian history by opening a 
                                                 
58 Dana L. Robert, Occupy Until I Come: A.T. Pierson and the Evangelization of the World (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003), 103–108. 
 
59 Rauschenbusch saw the war as the “death of social gospel idealism,” while Gladden 
reinterpreted it as part of the social gospel’s cause and America’s duty to intervene in the name of world 
peace and democracy. See Gary Dorrien, American Liberal Theology, 333–334. 
 
  
99 
floodgate of student foreign missionaries.60 Eschatological hope of Christ’s return in “this 
generation”—the prophetic countdown—influenced the rise of Pentecostalism and 
Zionism, and increased the number of young missionaries serving in missions around the 
world. As the missionary movement changed, fundamentalist leanings increased, and a 
decisive split grew between faith missions and denominational missions.61 
 
First Period of American Sociology: 1890s–1920s 
From the beginning, American sociology existed in two streams: academic and 
applied. Between 1892 and 1918, the University of Chicago—which would become a 
leading hub of social science research and development—played a significant role in 
academically establishing and legitimizing American sociology.62 Just like American 
society, sociology was sex-segregated. Male sociologists were abstract thinkers who 
worked in academic positions in university settings, while female sociologists worked for 
“women’s concerns” outside of the academy, mainly in social settlements, and were the 
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more “practical” thinkers.63 The University of Chicago was on the cutting edge of 
scholarship on social change and an outlier in that it admitted female students. At the 
same time, however, women were unable to gain a foothold in academic sociology 
because the applied branch was deemed inferior.  
The dichotomy between academic and applied sociology became even more 
marked in the 1920s with the professionalization of social work. However, the distinction 
was not so obvious in the early years of American sociology.64 Many of the first 
generation of American sociologists—both academic and applied, male and female—
realized the necessity of social change. They wanted to address pressing societal issues 
such as urban poverty, worker’s rights issues amidst rapid industrialization, changing 
familial relationships, class and gender equality, and racism.65 Albion W. Small (1854–
1926) founded the first graduate department of sociology in the United States in 1892 at 
the University of Chicago with a vision of sociology at the service of society.66 Lester F. 
Ward (1841–1913) viewed sociology as a “science of liberation and not of restraint” and 
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advocated for gender, class, and race equality.67 In his 1906 address as the first president 
of the American Sociological Society, he concluded, “Sociology, established as a pure 
science, is now entering upon its applied stage, which is the great practical object for 
which it exists.”68 William G. Sumner (1840–1910) held the first professorship of 
sociology at Yale College, and a major focus of his work grew from a desire to see 
workers defend their interests, organize into labor unions, and use strikes as tools to 
secure their rights.69  
 
Religion and Early American Sociology 
Between the 1890s and 1920s, social gospel Christians needed sociology, and 
sociology needed the social gospel. The social gospel found legitimacy in sociology in 
that statistical and qualitative studies gave individuals access to scientific methods that 
supported their call for social reform. American sociology practitioners were motivated 
by Christian theology and unity and found within it a captive audience and a profound 
sense of purpose.  
                                                 
67 Lester Frank Ward, Glimpses of the Cosmos: A Mental Autobiography (New York: The 
Knickerbocker Press, 1918), 144. 
 
68 The American Sociological Society was the first professional guild for American sociologists 
and later re-named the American Sociological Association. Lester Frank Ward, “The Establishment of 
Sociology” (paper presented at the first annual meeting of the American Sociological Society, Providence, 
Rhode Island, December 27–29, 1906). 
 
69 L. L. Bernard and Jessie Bernard, Origins of American Sociology: The Social Science Movement 
in the United States (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1943), 505. Sumner and Small had training 
in theology, Giddings in journalism, and Ward in governmental paleobotany. See Stephen Park Turner and 
Jonathan H. Turner, The Impossible Science: An Institutional Analysis of American Sociology (Newbury 
Park, CA: SAGE Publications, 1990), 13. 
 
  
102 
Male sociology professors who were social activists outside the classroom and 
had ties to the social gospel created an ambiguous boundary between academic and 
applied work.70 Women in applied sociology did on-the-ground fieldwork at places such 
as Hull House in Chicago and wrote, lectured, and interacted within academia. Many of 
the men and women in the applied stream had religious affiliations or spiritual 
inclinations. 
It was natural for those engaged with the social gospel to turn toward the growing 
field of sociology, and in doing so, pave the way for a specifically “Christian” sociology. 
Social gospel supporters saw modern science as an ally in their mission to the extent that 
science and Christianity were not simply compatible, but indispensable to one another.71 
The academicization of sociology in the United States was both critical and detrimental 
to the social gospel. As sociological methodology embraced statistics to validate the 
gravity of social conditions, supporters of sociology desired trained, intellectual minds to 
conduct surveys and statistical compilations to describe the same deplorable conditions 
they strove to relieve.72 However, at the same time, the academicization of sociology also 
led to the eventual marginalization of religious voices that had no place in the academy, 
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and therefore no place in the discipline’s future.73 That is, Christian sociology and its 
close cousin, “Christian social ethics,” were increasingly pushed into the realm of 
theological seminaries. 
Social gospel Christians were not social scientists in the contemporary sense, but 
they did aim to test their theology by looking at society.74 The blending of religion and 
social science was also apparent in the opinions of many early, male figures of American 
sociology. Albion W. Small was a Baptist trained at Newton Theological Seminary and 
believed that “strong work in social science would make Chicago a better Baptist 
school.”75 William G. Sumner, although decidedly against most of what the social gospel 
espoused, sought to “establish American sociology as a secularized version of Calvinist 
theology.”76 Lester F. Ward attended a Unitarian congregation, which he saw as a 
compromise between religious sentiment and tradition, and between reason and science.77 
Clergyman Graham Taylor founded the School of Social Service Administration in 1903, 
and, in partnership with Jane Addams, merged it with the University of Chicago in 
1920.78 Taylor had a personal goal of “binding various civic, industrial, and cultural 
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groups to the church in order to reinvigorate its ability to Christianize all aspects of 
human life.”79  
In their desire to encourage a Christianized American society, social gospel 
Christians honed in on key areas of study and action, including the family, human 
relationships, politics, business, economics, urban dwellers, ethnic relations, and 
traditional women’s roles. Many of these themes also emerged in the literature of early 
twentieth-century Christian organizations engaged in quantitative or qualitative 
sociological research projects and were laced throughout the various emerging 
ecumenical conferences and movements in both the United States and Europe.80  
It was natural for those engaged with the social gospel to turn toward the nascent 
field of sociology. They already had a positive view of science and wanted to blend 
scientific knowledge and religious sentiments.81 Social gospel Christians did not seek 
European theory-driven science. The purpose of integrating sociology into their 
movement was born from religious motivation, not pure objectivity. Émile Durkheim, 
Karl Marx, and Max Weber—the “fathers” of sociology—all rejected Christianity, and 
thus could not adequately serve the social gospel’s vision. Rauschenbusch stated that, 
                                                 
79 Christie and Gauvreau, Full-Orbed Christianity, 125. Taylor also opened the Chicago Commons 
in 1894, a settlement house for German, Scandinavian, and Irish immigrants. He established a reputation as 
a national social gospel figure. See White and Hopkins, The Social Gospel, 139. 
 
80 G. K. A. Bell, ed., Stockholm Conference; and Report Presented to the Conference on Christian 
Politics, Economics, and Citizenship at Birmingham, April 5–12, 1924, vols. 1–12 (London: Longmans, 
Green, and Co., 1924). 
 
81 The rise of modern science strongly affected the social gospel. Both movements began in the 
late nineteenth century and came to full fruition in the early twentieth century, and both shared a tradition 
of liberal thought. See Visser ‘t Hooft, Social Gospel in America, 147–149. 
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“Theology ought to be the science of redemption and offer scientific methods for the 
eradication of sin.”82  
 
Christian Co-operation 
At the intersection of the social gospel and the development of American 
sociology was the birth of the ecumenical movement.83 An outgrowth of the nineteenth-
century missionary movement, twentieth-century Christian cooperation brought together 
Christians from various communions in a truly unprecedented way. Christian cooperation 
was nearly worldwide in its scope from the start and engaged both older and younger 
churches across a wide theological spectrum.84 The initial purpose was to bring 
Christians together for the sake of evangelizing the world. In addition, the work of 
missions could be better accomplished together, rather than separately.85 Christian social 
action also broke through denominational and national barriers in two movements within 
what would become the ecumenical movement: Faith and Order, and Life and Work.86 
                                                 
82 Rauschenbusch, Social Crisis, 209. 
 
83 The term “ecumenical” was used sparsely in the late nineteenth century until the 1930s. In 1937, 
the Oxford Conference on Life and Work defined the term to describe unity within the church. The word 
became more widely used after that point. See Thomas E. Fitzgerald, The Ecumenical Movement: An 
Introductory History (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2004), 3. 
 
84 Kenneth Scott Latourette, “Ecumenical Bearings of the Missionary Movement and the 
International Missionary Council,” in A History of the Ecumenical Movement, 1517–1968, vol. 1, 1517–
1948, ed. Ruth Rouse and Stephen C. Neill, 4th ed. (London: SPCK, 1993), 401–402. 
 
85 Ibid., 354–355. 
 
86 The first World Conference on Faith and Order was held in Lausanne, Switzerland in 1927, and 
was attended by Eastern Orthodox, Anglicans, Baptists, Methodists, Congregationalists, Lutherans, and 
Presbyterians. The purpose was to bring churches out of isolation and encourage them to understand their 
similarities and differences. See Herbert N. Bate, ed., Faith and Order: Proceedings of the World 
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The aim of Faith and Order was to unite Christian churches “in an effort to apply 
Christian principles to burning social and international problems.”87 The Life and Work 
movement operated within a connected, yet different, goal of common service and 
finding solutions to practical problems.  
Church unity was a major concern for many progressive Protestants who sought 
to make the world a better place by promoting peace and harmony. The rise of World 
War I was thus especially disturbing and resulted in a heightened sense of urgency 
around church unity and world friendship. Many theologians and social scientists in the 
United States delved into studies of church unity and conducted on-the-ground survey 
work to uncover the causes of disunity among churches. From their findings, they offered 
recommendations for efficient church structures and operating procedures, as well as 
suggestions for how to cooperate with other denominations and newly-organized federal 
councils of churches.88  
 
                                                                                                                                                 
Conference, Lausanne, August 3–21, 1927 (London: George H. Doran Company, 1928), 2. The Universal 
Christian Conference on Life and Work was held in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1925, presided over by 
Archbishop Nathan Söderblom of the Church of Sweden. The thrust of the meeting was that the unity of the 
churches found expression in working together to meet the great needs of a rapidly changing society, 
considering advances in modern science and technology, urbanization, increased power of the state, and the 
tragedy of World War I. See G. K. A. Bell, ed., The Stockholm Conference 1925: The Official Report of the 
Universal Christian Conference on Life and Work Held in Stockholm, 19–30 August, 1925 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1926). The Faith and Order and Life and Work movements were both integral to the 1948 
founding of the World Council of Churches. 
 
87 Bate, Faith and Order, 2. 
 
88 See the work of H. Paul Douglass and Harlan P. Beach, discussed below. 
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Changes in the Social Gospel and Christian Sociology: The 1920s 
The first generation of American sociologists was cognizant of their discipline’s 
religious roots and the common goal of applying Christian values and theology to society 
in the form of social action. By the second generation, however, the purpose of the field 
had shifted significantly to a secularized, “objective,”89 scientific orientation that would 
have been almost completely foreign to their predecessors.90 Despite this change, 
sociology and its methods were not off-limits to individuals interested in church 
cooperation, social service, and mission—three defining characteristics of the thriving, 
global movement toward Christian unity.91 
Christian cooperation continued to gain momentum in the United States and 
around the world post-1920 and the social gospel lost some of its influence within 
American Christianity. There was always a strong link between social work stateside and 
missionary work overseas because missionaries sought to meet physical needs in addition 
to preach the gospel and save souls. Crushed optimism following World War I, as well as 
the waning influence of Progressivism, close ties to the failed Prohibitionist cause, and an 
                                                 
89 Early twentieth-century sociologists believed that complete objectivity in scholarship was 
possible. However, by the end of the century, postmodern writers destroyed the illusion of objectivity. See 
Marvin Harris, Theories of Culture in Postmodern Times (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1999), 58; 
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Cambridge University Press, 2008), 175–178. 
 
90 However, sociologists did retain an interest in social improvement, but from a secularized 
perspective. Even contemporarily, themes of inequality and social improvement are prevalent in the 
discipline. For example, the theme of the 2013 annual meeting of the American Sociological Association 
was, “Interrogating Inequality: Linking Micro and Macro.” See “Final Program,” American Sociological 
Association, 108th Annual Meeting, August 10–13, 2013, New York City, New York, accessed February 
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91 Although he worked in the 1960s and 1970s, Barrett represented a combination of the two 
periods of American sociology. He was committed to Christianity, yet also deeply shaped by empirical 
methodologies and the scientific method.  
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eventual decline of interest in religion among the American public all contributed to a 
decreased influence of the social gospel.92 These reasons, along with major changes in 
social work, led to severed ties between Christianity and sociology. Along with the rise of 
privately supported welfare foundations and trusts, sociology turned from a volunteer-
based field into a career-oriented one.93 Private charities such as the Rockefeller 
Foundation replaced churches as supporters and funders of social work. 
Without its grounding in social work theology, the second generation of American 
sociologists beginning around 1920 was free to take a different perspective on the 
discipline. Social work was deemed unscientific and in contrast to applied sociology, 
which described and studied societal problems to influence public policy in an objective 
and value-free manner.94 A major factor in the shift was the idea that sociology, as a 
science, ought to be governed by similar concepts and methods as the natural sciences.95 
American sociology thus became more focused on empirical research and methods.96 
Sociologist William Fielding Ogburn (1886–1959) and his students helped 
dismantle Christian sociology and establish an objective field that heavily stressed the use 
                                                 
92 Greek, Religious Roots, 196–197, 201. One major blow to social gospel theology was from 
Fundamentalism, which from its emergence in 1910 desired to rid the country of Progressivism and restore 
conservative values. Fundamentalism rejected the theology of social salvation and reiterated more classic 
views of individual salvation, biblical inerrancy, and dispensational premillennialism.  
 
93 Greek, Religious Roots, 205. 
 
94 Perlstadt, “Applied Sociology,” 346. 
 
95 Ibid., 1. 
 
96 This period of the discipline extended to around 1960. Jennifer Platt, A History of Sociological 
Research Methods in America: 1920–1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2. 
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of quantitative methodologies.97 In Ogburn’s presidential address to the American 
Sociological Society in 1929, he stressed that sociology should have no part in social 
reform. He stated, “Sociology as a science is not interested in making the world a better 
place in which to live … science is interested directly in only one thing, to wit, 
discovering new knowledge.”98 Other sociologists in this period included Luther Lee 
Bernard (1881–1951) and F. Stuart Chapin (1888–1974). Each built respect for social 
science among a wider audience.99 From an academic perspective, the shift from applied 
sociology to theoretical sociology was definitive. 
 
Pioneers of Christian Sociology 
In the early twentieth century, new social science methods were used to legitimize 
the missionary movement both at home and abroad. Surveys were particularly popular 
because they provided seemingly clear-cut empirical evidence, such as how many people 
of other religions lived in an area, or physician-to-population ratios. Scientific methods 
measured the efficiency, or inefficiency, of missionary operations by tracking variables 
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98 William F. Ogburn, “The Folkways of a Scientific Sociology” (paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the American Sociological Society, Washington, D.C., December 27–30, 1927). Ogburn had a 
four-fold vision for making sociology more academic: (1) sociology had to give up its claim that it alone 
could reform society; (2) sociology had to become truly objective; (3) research methodologies had to 
consist of mathematics and statistics; and (4) the field of scientific sociology had to move away from social 
theory and social philosophy. 
 
99 However, in Chapin’s 1935 presidential address to the American Sociological Society, he noted 
a difference between normative social theory and non-normative social theory. Normative social theory 
included “all utopian ideologies” such as “evangelical religious systems” and other perspectives that held to 
certain guiding principles to social action. In making such a distinction, Chapin essentially left room for the 
“old style” of sociology to continue, though it was still distinct from the “secular” style. See F. Stuart 
Chapin, “Social Theory and Social Action,” American Sociological Review 1, no. 1 (February 1936): 3–4. 
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like the number of converts, or enrollment in mission schools. Three important pioneers 
of Christian sociology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were James 
Dennis, Harlan P. Beach, and H. Paul Douglass. 
 
James Dennis 
Historian Andrew Walls called James Dennis the “master statistician of the 
missionary movement.”100 James S. Dennis (1842–1914) was born in Newark, New 
Jersey, and studied at Princeton Theological Seminary. He served as a missionary with 
the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Mission (ABCFM) in Beirut, 
Lebanon from 1868 to 1891 as a professor of theology at Beirut Theological Seminary. 
He served on the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church USA and was a 
delegate at the Ecumenical Missionary Conference in New York and the Edinburgh 1910 
World Missionary Conference. 
Dennis’ Christian Missions and Social Progress was an early text that melded 
Christianity and sociology. It paired an explicit treatment of missions, social progress, 
and Christian sociology with a focus on social ills around the world. The supplement to 
Christian Missions and Social Progress was a comprehensive collection of statistical data 
on missions and included carefully tabulated statistics of societies engaged in foreign 
missions, including figures on educational activities, literacy, medicine, and missionary 
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Andrew F. Walls, Cross-Cultural Processes: Studies in Transmission and Reception of Faith (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 2002), 52–53.  
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training institutions.101 Dennis argued that foreign missions required unique and personal 
commitment from both men and women. He included missionary wives as foreign staff in 
their own right, not as auxiliaries to men, and thus legitimized their role in missions. 
Empirical data was an important tool for gaining legitimacy for marginalized voices.  
Dennis considered missions not just a religious endeavor, but a factor of the social 
regeneration of the world. He desired to see both “individual redemption” and “social 
renovation,”102 and concerning these aims, he asked an important question: “What has 
Christianity to do with sociology?”103 His description of sociology was multi-faceted: 
“…the science of the origin, growth, and welfare of the collective life of mankind” and 
the “scientific study of the normal, wholesome activities of society in all their manifold 
forms and tendencies, with a view to discovering the dominating forces which control the 
collective life of man, and the laws of its progress and healthful development.”104 He also 
described it as “a scientific effort to understand society, the laws of its growth, the 
philosophy of its progress, the true secret of its healthy advance, and the effective remedy 
for its defects.”105 Dennis repeatedly stated that the goal of sociological undertaking was 
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to uncover what forces drove the collective life of humankind, and he argued that this 
type of study must include religious variables among its working factors.  
Christianity itself was considered sociological in scope because it impacted every 
aspect of societal life. One major difference between Christianity and sociology, 
however, was that Christianity unmasked social evils based on its moral standards, while 
sociology did not. Christianity also provided the impetus for addressing those social evils, 
and this moral and evaluative move was one of the continued, lingering differences 
between them. Dennis used the phrase “Christian sociology” and contemplated its 
usefulness and value. He stated that  
It is not…by any means clear that the word ‘Christian’ is necessary or even 
desirable as a general description of the science. If, however, those fundamental 
ethical principles of sociology which are derived from the Bible and based upon the 
teachings of Christ should be differentiated from other didactic aspects of the 
science, then the word ‘Christian’ may be in place as a designation of that phase of 
sociological instruction which is drawn from and based directly upon the Christian 
Scriptures. To the more strictly scientific realm of sociological research it has no 
application whatsoever, but as a convenient combination to indicate the social cult 
which Christianity especially implies and enforces it is useful and proper.106  
 
“Christian sociology” was a descriptor of multiple things: the people who engaged in the 
studies, what they chose to study, and their motivations for those studies. A non-Christian 
could study missionary statistics or church membership, but that was not “Christian 
sociology.” Dennis appeared ambivalent on whether to attach the descriptor “Christian” 
to “sociology” unless it could be differentiated from other aspects of sociology. He thus 
suggested that there was a difference between explicitly “Christian” sociology and other 
“non-Christian” sociology. 
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Dennis saw missions as a forceful and dynamic power in social progress that 
influenced national life and stimulated religious reformation on both the individual and 
societal levels. Missionaries themselves had contributed significantly to the intellectual 
and scientific progress of the world, particularly in reaching “uncivilized” peoples. 
Missionaries produced literature in the vernacular and wrote about politics, science, 
history, hymnody, botany, agriculture, comparative religion, and a host of other 
disciplines. Noticeably absent from Dennis’ text, however, was any mention that 
missionaries had contributed to sociological method or theory. Missionaries contributed 
to “practical sociology” and demonstrated how the gospel contributed to “the social 
betterment and moral transformation of non-Christian races.”107 Akin to social gospel 
Christians, Dennis stressed the importance of “applied Christianity” for working toward 
solving social problems. He believed that solving societal problems had “become a 
marked characteristic of the Christian expansion of our time.”108 
Dennis’ three-volume series was highly generative for future studies of Christian 
sociology. The series explored the relationship between sociology and missions, and 
foreshadowed the eventual split between “academic” and “practical” sociology. Dennis 
described his contemporary period as “the dawn of a sociological era in missions,” and 
had great hope for social science serving the coming Kingdom of God.109 
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Harlan Beach 
Harlan P. Beach (1854–1933) was born in Orange, New Jersey, and attended Yale 
University and Andover Theological Seminary. He served as a missionary in China with 
the ABCFM from 1883–1889, where he founded one of China’s first YMCAs. He was 
the educational secretary of the Student Volunteer Movement under John Mott in 1895 
and chairman of the exhibit committee in the 1900 missionary conference in New York 
City. He was the first professor of missions at Yale Divinity School, where he worked to 
expand the Day Missions Library.110 
Beach’s major contribution to the early-twentieth-century missionary movement 
was his comprehensive collection of maps and atlases. A Geography and Atlas of 
Protestant Missions: Their Environment, Forces, Distribution, Methods was 23rd in a 
series published by the Student Volunteer Movement since 1894 for college students in 
North America.111 Volume I consisted of geography and was released in 1901; Volume 
II, of statistics and the atlas, was released in 1903. Beach found that most of the existing 
atlases were narrow in their treatment of missions. For example, the Church Missionary 
                                                                                                                                                 
conservative Christians. He also claimed that Dennis’ catalogue of the social achievements of missionaries 
“rested on a base of blindly ethnocentric disapproval of exotic cultures.” As a result, he argued, Dennis’ 
book was “regressive” in that it did nothing to disentangle missions from cultural imperialism. See William 
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Society atlas (1896) only covered their operations, and others, such as Grundemann’s 
Kleine Missions-Geographie und –Statistik (1901), focused solely on the work of larger 
mission societies. Some works were only statistical, like Dennis’ Centennial Survey of 
Foreign Missions (1901), or only cartographical, such as Grundemann’s Neuer 
Missionsatlas (1896).  
In contrast, Beach’s A Geography and Atlas of Protestant Missions gave attention 
to the present status of the missionary effort from a wider perspective. With a mission 
station index paralleled only by Dennis’, Volume II detailed where mission stations were 
around the world and what kind of work they engaged in, as well as many statistics such 
as the number of foreign missionaries, indigenous missionaries, and missionary wives.112 
The first plate of full-color maps, “Prevailing Religions,” illustrated the global 
distribution of Protestants, Catholics, Greeks, Armenians, Abyssinians, Muslims, 
Buddhists, Brahmans, and “Heathens.” There was also a map of “Prevailing Races”—
white, yellow, and black—and a map that showed the distribution of mission stations 
throughout the world.113  
Beach was editor of the Statistical Atlas of Christian Missions (1910) as a 
member of the Edinburgh 1910 Continuation Committee’s sub-committee on missionary 
statistics. He also edited the World Atlas of Christian Missions (1911) and World 
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Statistics of Christian Mission (1916).114 World Statistics of Christian Mission was the 
immediate predecessor to both the Statistical Atlas of Christian Missions and World Atlas 
of Christian Missions. It aimed for a wider scope in its inclusion of Catholic missionaries 
in Asia, Africa, and Oceania, as well as a short piece on Orthodox missions to non-
Christians.115  
Like the volumes that appeared in 1910, 1911, and 1916, Beach worked with 
Charles Fahs on the World Missionary Atlas produced by the Institute of Social and 
Religious Research in 1925.116 It contained a directory of missionary societies, a 
summary of mission statistics, an index of mission stations, and maps showing mission 
station locations throughout the world. Beach and Fahs highlighted the continued tension 
between scientific methods and religious motives. The stated aim of the Atlas was not a 
reduction of missionary operations “along lines of theoretical, scientific arrangement,” 
but rather a presentation of recorded data of the actual scope and status of missionary 
activities.117 John Mott’s preface commented on the usefulness and significance of such a 
work in a post-War era where many questioned the value of the missionary enterprise. 
                                                 
114 World Missionary Conference, Statistical Atlas of Christian Missions (Edinburgh: World 
Missionary Conference, 1910); James S. Dennis, Harlan P. Beach, and Charles H. Fahs, World Atlas of 
Christian Missions (New York: Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions, 1911); Harlan P. 
Beach and Burton St. John, World Statistics of Christian Missions (New York: The Committee of 
Reference and Counsel of the Foreign Missions Conference of North America, 1916). 
 
115 Beach and St. John, World Statistics, 9. 
 
116 Harlan P. Beach and Charles Fahs, World Missionary Atlas; Containing a Directory of 
Missionary Societies, Classified Summaries of Statistics, Maps Showing the Location of Mission Stations 
Throughout the World, a Descriptive Account of the Principal Mission Lands, and Comprehensive Indices 
(New York: Institute of Social and Religious Research, 1925). The Institute of Social and Religious 
Research (1921–1934) was a pioneering Christian sociological research organization funded by John D. 
Rockefeller, Jr. and headed by John R. Mott. See below for more detail. 
 
117 Beach and Fahs, World Missionary Atlas, 11. 
 
  
117 
The 1925 Atlas was by far the most comprehensive in this line of publications. The 
statistical tables of Protestant missions were detailed to the country level and included far 
more material than previous atlases. The data also revealed a shift in missionary thinking 
and departure from previous atlases. Missionary reporting in Japan, Korea, Formosa, 
China, India, and other places in Asia revealed a change in the point of view of 
missionary administration from concern about foreign missionary activity itself to 
concern about the development of autonomous, self-supporting, indigenous churches.118 
 
H. Paul Douglass 
In various stages of his life, Harlan Paul Douglass (1871–1953) served as pastor, 
missions administrator, and social scientist—a seemingly odd grouping of professional 
identities for a twenty-first-century sociologist, but not uncommon during the 
development of American sociology in the first decades of the twentieth century. 
Missiological reflections were not explicit in Douglass’ work but were implied in the 
areas he chose for study and positions he took on particular issues. Born in Osage, Iowa, 
to an anti-slavery family, he studied at Iowa College, Chicago Theological Seminary, and 
Andover Theological Seminary. From 1906–1910 he served as the Superintendent of 
Education for the American Missionary Association (AMA) and as the Corresponding 
Secretary from 1910 to 1918. Douglass did graduate work in sociology at the University 
of Chicago and Columbia University, the two important schools in the development of 
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American sociology.119 Prominent figures in the emerging field of sociology influenced 
him, including Albion Small and Franklin Giddings. Douglass developed a strong 
American, as opposed to European, sense of the discipline.120 Despite his long career in 
sociological research, Douglass never earned a Ph.D. His credibility as a sociologist 
rested more in his experience in the field, rather than specialized training and 
credentials.121  
Douglass’ career as a sociologist officially began in 1921 at age 50, when he 
became Research Director of the nascent Institute of Social and Religious Research. In 
this position, he conducted his first large-scale survey project, The St. Louis Church 
Survey (1924), which, like many early Institute projects, was a salvage operation from the 
defunct Interchurch World Movement.122 The main purpose of the survey was to help 
local churches make organizational decisions based on empirical facts instead of 
“impulse and partial knowledge.”123 During its 13-year span, the Institute produced 48 
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research projects and published 78 books. Douglass personally authored 12 books during 
this time, 11 based on Institute studies.124 
Douglass’ area of expertise was the local church in rural, suburban, and urban 
settings. He was concerned with church unity and cooperation and used empirical data to 
support his recommendations for actions to strengthen churches. Douglass was the 
embodiment of both a religious leader and a pioneering sociologist in that he believed 
that gathering and presenting facts in an accurate manner would naturally lead people to 
recognize the best course of action.125 He only had one “dogma,” that of the “pursuit of 
facts to illumine the phenomenon he was studying.”126 Douglass believed that rationality, 
reason and the scientific method were all complementary to his goal of doing God’s work 
on earth. In The Protestant Church as a Social Institution (1935), co-authored with 
Edmund deS. Brunner, Douglass wrote, “Everyone else was regarding the church 
religiously. It was time for someone to regard it scientifically. Here was a novel 
enterprise in the field of institutional religion. It adopted the rules of the scientific game. 
It confined itself to the objective viewpoint to see what would happen. What happened 
was at least this: some new ability to direct the church toward its own higher goals.”127 
Douglass argued that studying the church sociologically was important because of the 
national and international importance of church politics, the prevalence of institutional 
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disorder and inefficiency in many churches, and the need for interchurch cooperation and 
unity.128 
Regarding the divide in American sociology, Douglass was considered on the 
“practical” end because he emphasized social reform and was interested in helping 
religious institutions achieve their goals.129 The Institute of Social and Religious 
Research, where Douglass started as a sociologist, was described as “the leading center 
for non-academic sociology.”130 Practical sociology, in general, was not concerned with 
developing theoretical frameworks to back up research, nor was it typically housed at an 
institutional base. However, Douglass did develop a theory of Christian unity and 
cooperation that was backed by empirically derived facts.131 According to David Roozen, 
“There is no difference between theory and practice, there is a great deal of difference in 
practice.”132 Douglass was indeed focused on practice and formulating church policy 
above theory. He was not concerned with truth for truth’s sake but instead with the 
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practical application of truth to real-world problems. Douglass’ work had lasting effects 
on the discipline, both practical and academic. 
 
Institute of Social and Religious Research 
Numerous organizations dedicated to serving both the church and the world 
through quantitative and qualitative sociological methods in the spirit of the social gospel 
and Christian cooperation developed in the early twentieth century. The most important 
example was the Institute of Social and Religious Research (“the Institute,” 1921–1934) 
under the direction of John R. Mott. The Institute is placed historically among some of 
the most important movements within American Protestantism in the first third of the 
twentieth century. It exemplified early Christian sociology in its objective to blend 
science and religion. Although such a position risked putting the Institute at odds with 
academic sociology, it placed it directly in line with significant theological trends in 
American Protestantism.  
 
Interchurch World Movement (1919–1920) 
The history of the Institute began with the short-lived Interchurch World 
Movement (1919–1920), founded and funded by John D. Rockefeller, Jr. (1874–1960). 
Rockefeller was born into a highly affluent, yet deeply religious household, surrounded 
by Protestant and evangelical figures, events, and environments. He maintained a serious 
conservative Christian faith throughout his life and adopted the philanthropic spirit of his 
father. Founded in 1913, the Rockefeller Foundation invested in a multitude of research 
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areas, including medical research and education, public health services, global disease 
eradication, and research in the hard sciences.133 Support met both physical and spiritual 
needs of individuals and communities around the world.  
In the spirit of the incipient ecumenical movement—and under direct inspiration 
and mentorship by John R. Mott—Rockefeller was committed to interdenominational 
cooperation.134 He was the leading contributor to the development of the Interchurch 
World Movement (IWM), an organization firmly planted within the Life and Work 
movement of the post-war period. The IWM envisioned a combination of evangelicalism 
and social gospel enthusiasm to meet the needs of the world through expanded church 
activity. The IWM conducted comprehensive surveys of needs around the world and 
helped secure resources to meet those needs.135 To this end, the IWM held a World 
Survey Conference in Atlantic City, New Jersey, on January 6–9, 1920, and produced a 
two-volume world statistical survey.136 John R. Mott served as chairman of the executive 
                                                 
133 “Our History,” Rockefeller Foundation, accessed February 17, 2017, 
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/about-us/our-history/. In addition, the Rockefeller Foundation was 
the largest single supporter of sociological research in the United States between 1920 and 1940. The Laura 
Spelman Rockefeller Memorial Fund (1918–1929) funded sociological research at key centers of the 
discipline, including Chicago, Columbia, Harvard, North Carolina, and the Social Science Research 
Council. See Drysdale and Hoecker-Drysdale, “History of Sociology,” 35. Rockefeller was “the most 
important financier of liberal and ecumenical Protestantism and a rallying point in the demands for change 
inside the church.” See Peter Collier and David Horowitz, The Rockefellers: An American Dynasty (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1976), 152. 
 
134 G. W. Corner, “John Davison Rockefeller, Jr. 1974–1960,” Biographical Memoirs of Fellows 
of the Royal Society 6 (November 1960): 117–118. See also Collier and Horowitz, The Rockefellers, 150–
151.  
 
135 Samuel McCrea Cavert, The American Churches in the Ecumenical Movement, 1900–1968 
(New York: Association Press, 1968), 108. 
 
136 The Interchurch World Movement of North America, World Survey: Revised Preliminary 
Statement and Budget in Two Volumes, vol. 1, American Volume; vol. 2, Foreign Volume and A Statistical 
Mirror (New York City: Interchurch Press, 1920). The IWM was perhaps best remembered—though not 
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committee, of which Rockefeller was a member.137 The organization conducted extensive 
surveys of foreign and home mission fields, including Christian education, ministerial 
personnel, and hospitals. 
Rockefeller, in a letter to his father requesting funds for the IWM, stated, “I do 
not think we can overestimate the importance of this Movement. As I see it, it is capable 
of having a much more far-reaching influence than the League of Nations in bringing 
about peace, contentment, goodwill, and prosperity among the people of the earth.”138 
This strong statement was indicative of Rockefeller’s hope for a truly global, united 
movement linking Christian ethics and capitalism. However, Rockefeller also believed 
that secular motives undergirding social work—doing good for the sake of loving 
humankind—fell short of true Christian teaching, which involved doing good out of 
concern for God’s world and the oppressed and poor residing in it. Essentially, his vision 
for the IWM and Christian cooperation remained firmly planted in Christian teaching and 
a theology of the church serving God’s world.139  
                                                                                                                                                 
always positively—for its involvement in the steel strike of 1919. See Interchurch World Movement of 
North America, Report on the Steel Strike of 1919 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1920). 
 
137 Charles H. Harvey, “John D. Rockefeller, Jr., and the Interchurch World Movement of 1910–
1920: A Different Angle on the Ecumenical Movement,” Church History 51, no. 2 (June 1982): 199–200. 
 
138 Ibid., 202.  
 
139 This sentiment was also explicit in the documents of the IWM. For example, in the section on 
hospitals and homes of the IWM’s World Survey, the text stated, “It is Christian teaching that all healing is 
divine healing” and that “Christ was the first to establish free clinics.” See The Interchurch World 
Movement of North America, World Survey, 243. The American Hospitals and Homes Survey Department 
of the IWM analyzed data received from over 200 questionnaires sent to hospitals and homes across 
various denominations. 
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The IWM was considered a failure, critiqued for being too far-reaching, both 
philosophically and financially. Despite the deep commitment of one of the United 
States’ wealthiest individuals, it was never able to generate the funding it needed and 
quickly collapsed with millions of dollars in debt.140 Rockefeller intended to continue his 
quest of uniting churches and hoped to make a Christian sociological research 
organization a reality via the Institute of Social and Religious Research. However, studies 
funded by the Institute emphasized social science research over the overt imperative of 
Christian cooperation.141 
 
Institute of Social and Religious Research (1921–1934) 
One of the primary reasons for founding the Committee on Social and Religious 
Surveys (renamed the Institute of Social and Religious Research in 1923) was to continue 
the studies the IWM left incomplete upon its dissolution in 1920.142 Rockefeller extended 
                                                 
140 Charles Harvey described in detail, according to Rockefeller’s personal papers, an account of 
how Raymond B. Fosdick covered up the financial and legal scandal of the IWM to protect the Rockefeller 
name. Fosdick performed a series of financial maneuvers to clear Rockefeller from fiscal responsibility of 
the IWM’s failure. He then wrote an allegedly one-sided history of the IWM and deposited it in several key 
libraries and theological schools. See Harvey, “John D. Rockefeller, Jr.,” 205–206. 
 
141 Ibid., 207. Harvey stated the reasons for this included the preoccupation of the churches with 
the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy, a general post-war decline in political and religious enthusiasm, 
and Raymond Fosdick’s policies as Rockefeller’s “chief philanthropic factotum after the IWM rescue 
operation.” 
 
142 Those studies were Robert L. Kelly, Theological Education in America: A Study of One 
Hundred Sixty-One Theological Schools in the United States and Canada (New York: George H. Doran 
Company, 1924); Gustavus E. E. Lindquist, The Red Man in the United States: An Intimate Study of the 
Social, Economic, and Religious Life of the American Indian (New York: George H. Doran Company, 
1923); Harlan Paul Douglass, The St. Louis Church Survey: A Religious Investigation with a Social 
Background (New York: George H. Doran Company, 1924); Walter S. Athearn, The Indiana Survey of 
Religious Education (New York: George H. Doran Company, 1924); and H. N. Morse and Edmund deS. 
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his firm belief in the importance of the IWM’s work to the founding and funding of the 
Institute, granting it three million dollars and consequentially sustaining the organization 
for its 13-year existence. The Institute officially organized on January 5, 1921. John R. 
Mott (1865–1955) served as president for all 13 years and Galen M. Fisher (1873–1955) 
as Executive Secretary from 1922 to 1934. Much of the staff for the Institute came from 
the IWM.143 The Institute produced 48 research projects and published 78 volumes in 
areas such as the rural church, urban church, home missions, theological and Christian 
education, and race relations.144 
According to Mott and Fisher, the primary focus of the Institute was “to increase 
the effectiveness for good of the social and religious forces of the world, especially those 
of Protestant Christianity, by promoting cooperation and economical use of resources and 
by bringing to the tasks to be accomplished the help of scientific inquiry, accurate 
knowledge, and broad horizon.”145 This description nearly perfectly brought together the 
spirit of the social gospel and Christian cooperation. Mott and Fisher were, in a sense, 
representatives of these two movements as Mott made a successful career of promoting 
                                                                                                                                                 
Brunner, The Town and Country Church in the United States (New York: George H. Doran Company, 
1923.) 
 
143 John R. Mott and Galen M. Fisher, The Institute of Social and Religious Research, 1921–1934: 
A Sketch of its Development and Work (New York: The Institute of Social and Religious Research, 1934), 
10. Among those serving on the Board of Directors was Raymond B. Fosdick (1883–1972), future 
President of the Rockefeller Foundation (1936 to 1948), and friend and advisor to Rockefeller, Jr. 
 
144 Cavert, American Churches, 111–112. 
 
145 Mott and Fisher, The Institute, 8. According to Christie and Gauvreau, the Institute was “in fact 
a lineal descendant of the social survey movement.” See Christie and Gauvreau, Full-Orbed Christianity, 
178. 
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church unity,146 and Fisher, as a missionary in Japan, advocated for Christian solutions to 
problems plaguing Japanese life and society.147 
The vision for the Institute was directly related to the rise of the social gospel and 
its connection to early American sociology and ecumenism. Historian John Gilkeson 
described the Institute as “an ecumenical Protestant agency” that “hoped to promote 
greater cooperation among Protestant denominations while allaying class antagonism.”148 
In fact, many of the introductions to studies funded by the Institute stated, “[The 
Institute’s] aim is to combine the scientific method with the religious motive.”149 The 
term “religious motive” could be general support of religion or desire for the 
                                                 
146 Mott, along with other notables of the early ecumenical movement such as William Temple and 
Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft, envisioned “a world Christian body that would link the churches together in 
unity, mission and service.” P. A. Crow, “World Council of Churches,” in Dictionary of Christianity in 
America, ed. Daniel G. Reid, Robert D. Linder, Bruce L. Shelley, and Harry S. Stout (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 1990), 1273–1275. Although Mott was an evangelist at heart, he took a stance between 
evangelism and social action, stating, “There is no conflict between the emphasis on the conversion of the 
individual and the regeneration of society. The two are complementary, not contrasted. Evangelism without 
social work is deficient; social work without evangelism is impotent.” He went on, “Let us continue to 
press with enthusiasm the study of social problems and urge participation in social service, but withal the 
evangelistic note must be struck with decision and clearly.” John R. Mott, “Editorial,” The Student World 5, 
no. 4 (October 1912): 150–151. 
 
147 Galen Fisher arrived in Japan as a missionary in 1897 and served as General Secretary of the 
American YMCA in Japan until 1919, where his primary goal was to “apply Christian principles to social 
problems.” John Nurser, For All Peoples and All Nations: The Ecumenical Church and Human Rights 
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2005), 80. Fisher earned a Master of Arts in sociology 
from Columbia University in 1919. His 1923 text, Creative Forces in Japan, outlined the numerous social 
problems plaguing the Japanese people and offered suggestions for “Christian solutions.” See Galen M. 
Fisher, Creative Forces in Japan (New York: Missionary Education Movement of the United States and 
Canada, 1923), 66–106.  
 
148 John S. Gilkeson, Anthropologists and the Rediscovery of America, 1886–1965 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 75. 
 
149 See, for example, H. N. Morse, The Country Church in Industrialized Zones: The Effects of 
Industrialization upon the Church Life of Adjacent Rural Areas as Illustrated by Two Typical Counties 
(New York: George H. Doran Company, 1922), vii. There were variations of this phrase, such as, “[The 
Institute was organized as] an independent agency to apply scientific method to the study of socio-religious 
phenomena.” See Douglass and Brunner, Protestant Church. 
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advancement of religion using scientific research methods. There was a strong precedent 
for such a position with the rise and establishment of American sociology as an academic 
discipline between 1890 and 1920. However, during the tenure of the Institute (1921–
1934), such a position would have stood in contrast to the decisively secular shift in 
academic American sociology post-1920. This development could explain Mott and 
Fisher’s apparent preoccupation with ensuring the highest academic standard in Institute-
funded studies. 
 One of the most successful studies funded by the Institute was Middletown: A 
Study in American Culture, by Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd. The study 
surveyed the “typical” small American city of Muncie, Indiana.150 As a qualitative study, 
it did not prove or disprove a particular thesis or question, but rather explored, observed, 
and reported on the state of the community as it stood in time.151 The study investigated 
trends in work, home making, leisure activities, religious practices, and community 
activities.152 The Lynds concluded that the population of Muncie was divided between 
the working class and the business class, each with a different social function. They 
                                                 
150 Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown: A Study in American Culture (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1929). Robert and Helen Lynd were also Protestant “moralists 
schooled in the Social Gospel movement.” See Gilkeson, Rediscovery of America, 74–75. 
 
151 Of glaring methodological concern in the Middletown study was the neglect of the city’s 
African-American and foreign-born populations. Robert and Helen Lynd purposefully chose Muncie, IN 
for three reasons: (1) it had a population between 25,000 and 50,000; (2) it was self-contained 
geographically (not a “satellite city”); and (3) it had “a small Negro and foreign-born population.” Their 
rationale for the last point was: “In a difficult study of this sort it seemed a distinct advantage to deal with a 
homogeneous, native-born population, even though such a population is unusual in an American industrial 
city.” Lynd and Lynd, Middletown, 505–534, 8. What the Lynds did not state was that in 1920, Muncie’s 
population was 2% foreign-born and just under 6% African-American, according to 1910 census data. See 
Staughton Lynd, “Making Middletown,” Indiana Magazine of History 101, no. 3 (2005): 231–232. 
 
152 Lynd and Lynd, Middletown, 4. 
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offered a series of questions for future research concerning social change, the shifting 
status of men and women in society, differences between business and working classes, 
and potential research to solve the city’s “social problems”—with no mention of future 
research in religion. 
The relationship between the Lynd’s study and the Institute was tenuous and 
provided insight into the Institute’s struggle to balance a scientific approach and a 
religious motive. The Lynds received conflicting advice from members of the Institute’s 
staff regarding their methodology and purpose. According to Gilkeson, the Lynds were 
“torn between the contradictory goals of promoting moral reform and promoting 
science,” and thus adopted a “cultural approach” to the city.153 This decision, however, 
produced a largely unsatisfactory report to Institute staff, who said it was “savage on 
religion,” “formless,” and “unpublishable.”154 Middletown did not fit into their standard 
categories and, according to co-author Helen Lynd, they did not think it was “any good.” 
Further, the study “didn’t cohere” and was “irreligious.”155 Anthropologist Clark 
Whistler, author of the book’s foreword, asked the Institute’s permission to find a 
publisher for it. Not believing Whistler could, the Institute indulged the request and 
                                                 
153 Gilkeson, Rediscovery of America, 76. The Lynds wanted to approach the project 
anthropologically, but they utilized sociological methods. After Middletown was published, Robert Lynd 
earned a doctorate in sociology from Columbia University. 
 
154 Lynd, “Making Middletown,” 231–232. Smith also stated, “The Lynds so angered Fosdick and 
the Institute by their insistence that classes exist and have conflicting interests that the Institute withdrew its 
support and refused to publish the book.” Mark C. Smith, “From Middletown to Middletown III: A Critical 
Review,” Qualitative Sociology 7, no. 4 (1984): 329. Harvey also highlighted Fosdick’s issues with the 
report. Fosdick found the “emphasis on class division merely speculative.” Nevertheless, after 
Middletown’s roaring success, Fosdick gave credit to the Institute and Rockefeller for the “pioneering 
study.” See Harvey, “John D. Rockefeller, Jr.,” 207. 
 
155 Lynd, “Making Middletown,” 232.  
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Harcourt, Brace and Company thus published it in 1929.156 Middletown illustrated the 
fine line the Institute walked between science and religion.157  
When the initial funding from John D. Rockefeller, Jr. ran out after 13 years, the 
Institute closed.158 In 1934 there was a proposal for a continuation of the Institute, but it 
went unrealized, perhaps due to a lack of funding. Mott and Fisher ultimately hoped that 
others would carry on the work of the Institute and establish new research centers of their 
own.159  
Mott and Fisher cared deeply about what professional sociologists thought of the 
Institute. Their written account of the history of the Institute stated that some months 
before the closing of the Institute in December of 1934, two “well-known [though 
unnamed] university professors of sociology” compared the Institute with a typical 
university regarding the type of social research conducted, the scope of data sources, 
                                                 
156 That Harcourt, Brace and Company published Middletown in 1929 raised suspicion concerning 
the relationship between the text and the Institute. Doubleday, Doran and Company exclusively published 
all studies funded by the Institute before 1930. After 1930, the Institute served as its own publisher. In 
addition, Middletown lacked the oft-cited attribution to the Institute that stated, “Its [the Institute’s] aim is 
to combine the scientific method with the religious motive.”  
 
157 Mott and Fisher were selective in their retelling of the Institute’s history and omitted the 
controversy surrounding Middletown. However, Middletown was a huge success. Robert Lynd and Helen 
Lynd released a follow-up volume in 1937, Middletown in Transition: A Study in Cultural Conflicts (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1937). The volumes sparked over 80 years of sociological reflection 
on Muncie, IN and the “typical” American city. 
 
158 The conclusion of funding for the Institute was complicated. Rockefeller’s motive for funding 
the IWM and then the Institute drew on his ecumenical desire for unity of the churches and the expanded 
work of the church into various aspects of society. The Institute did not directly engage in this kind of 
work. Instead, it conducted social science research among churches and society and did not explicitly 
advocate for ecumenical cooperation. After 1935, Rockefeller abandoned direct efforts to unify churches 
and their reach into society. See Harvey, “John D. Rockefeller, Jr.,” 208. Drysdale and Hoecker-Drysdale 
also stated that Rockefeller withdrew his support because supporters thought the Institute placed too much 
emphasis on statistics and thus lacked practical value. See Drysdale and Hoecker-Drysdale, “History of 
Sociology,” 35. 
 
159 Mott and Fisher, The Institute, 18. 
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staff, and salary.160 The professors were critical of the Institute on several items, most 
notably that university researchers were supposed to aim for developing methodologies—
reflective of American sociology post-1920—but the Institute did not. Methodological 
development was not a stated goal of the Institute. Instead, like social science researchers 
within the social gospel and movement of Christian cooperation, the Institute’s goal was 
to guide leaders of religious organizations, reveal trends, and solve specific problems. 
The Institute received criticism for not drawing from published sources, such as census 
data. Mott and Fisher objected to larger trends in American sociology and thought the 
Institute was better off gathering primary data and using documentary sources.  
In September 1933, John Mott sent letters to a long list of scholars in various 
fields to solicit their opinions on the value of the Institute’s work, as well as its projected 
closing.161 Historian Kenneth Scott Latourette called the Institute’s studies “valuable” 
and saw little likelihood of any other institution filling the gap if the Institute closed.162 
Arthur L. Swift, Jr., a sociologist of religion at Union Theological Seminary, stated, 
“There is no source of material more reliable, more thorough, more significant than that 
supplied by the Institute.”163 Similarly, sociologist Carle C. Zimmerman of Harvard 
                                                 
160 Ibid., 22–23. The text does not provide the exact questions asked, nor the exact answers 
received from the professors.  
 
161 Mott’s letters appeared to be a desperate attempt to garner financial support for the Institute as 
it neared the end of its 13-year-long run. Mott and Fischer’s book contained only half of the responses from 
the 112 replies. It is unknown who the other responses were from or what they said. Notably absent was a 
representative from the University of Chicago, a major player in the development of American academic 
sociology.  
 
162 Mott and Fisher, The Institute, 43. 
 
163 Ibid., 48. 
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University’s Department of Sociology highlighted two contributions of the Institute: the 
study of problems that would not be studied otherwise, and its usage of methods of 
investigation that would not have been utilized by any other organization.164 Mott and 
Fisher’s book on the Institute ended with these glowing endorsements, perhaps in the 
hope that these positive words would influence the legacy of the Institute, or elicit 
renewed support from financial sponsors. 
The legacy of the Institute is mixed. In studies of Christian sociology, the social 
gospel, and the ecumenical movement, the Institute is typically praised as a pioneering 
institution in survey methods that aided the church in a vision of interdenominational 
cooperation. In this spirit, the studies produced by the Institute provided “the best 
available picture of American religion in the 1920s and 1930s” due to their 
comprehensive scope of both rural and urban churches, of African Americans and Native 
Americans, and of large cities and small towns.165 However, in numerous histories of the 
development of American sociology as a discipline, the contributions of the Institute are 
notably absent—part of the larger problem of the neglect of American sociology’s 
Christian roots in social service. However, the lifespan of the Institute occurred after 
sociology began to develop a secular outlook and utilize strictly scientific methods. It is 
possible that the Institute is overlooked due to its attempt to remain grounded in Christian 
motivation and cooperation.  
 
                                                 
164 Ibid., 52. 
 
165 See Glenn T. Miller, Piety and Profession: American Protestant Theological Education, 1870–
1970 (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2007), 470.  
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Scientific American Sociology 
American sociology was largely a descriptive science by the 1960s. Empirically 
driven, it placed facts in a meaningful framework of theory while at the same time testing 
theoretical ideas with empirical data.166 The dominant tradition in the mid-twentieth 
century,167 the American school developed during an age of reform where major concerns 
related to urbanization, industrialization, and immigration. Initially, studies focused on 
encouraging social improvement, linked to Christian reform movements and the social 
gospel.168 However, the discipline shifted when World War I crushed optimism for 
human progress, and sociology took a secular, institutional, and academic turn. 
Sociologists began to self-identify not as social activists in the aim of alleviating human 
suffering, but as scientists dedicated to uncovering social facts.169 With the development 
of a sharp divide between social work and sociology, sociologists focused their efforts on 
creating a scholarly discipline that was as “value free” as possible.170 They rejected the 
grand-scale theoretical ideas as developed by the European founders of sociology and 
instead worked toward the collection of empirical social facts and development of 
                                                 
166 Alan P. Bates, The Sociological Enterprise (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1967), 35. 
 
167 The American school was also the tradition in which Barrett was trained, having received his 
Ph.D. from Columbia University in 1965. 
 
168 Anthony Oberschall, “The Institutionalization of American Sociology,” in The Establishment 
of Empirical Sociology, ed. Anthony Oberschall (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 187–189. 
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research methodology. This shift encouraged the deeply empirical nature of American 
sociology. The fundamental drive of empiricism was that all knowledge ultimately 
originated in experience and observable facts. Experience was the final arbiter in 
scientific research and disputes.171  
By the 1960s American sociologists comfortably emphasized the scientific nature 
of their discipline. They employed the scientific method and fought to be taken seriously 
as scientists.172 David Mitchell, professor of sociology at Columbia University, stated that 
“Sociology is based on the belief that the use of the scientific method is the key to new 
discoveries about man’s collective character, behavior, and institutions.”173 He further 
described sociology as a rational discipline that sought the recurrent and regular in nature 
by empirical observation. As the discipline distinguished itself as a science, sociologists 
harkened back to Durkheim and other “founding fathers” who did the same. Durkheim’s 
The Rules of Sociological Method began with a definition of “social facts.” Social facts 
had distinctive characteristics and included “ways of acting, thinking, and feeling, 
external to the individual, and endowed with a power of coercion, by reason of which 
they control him.”174 These facts were distinguished from biological facts in that their 
source was not the individual self, but some larger whole, whether religion, politics, 
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172 See Alvin W. Gouldner, The Coming Crises of Western Sociology (New York: Basic Books, 
Inc., 1970), 27. 
 
173 David L. Mitchell, Monarch Review Notes in Sociology (New York: Monarch Press, Inc., 
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occupations, or another group. American sociologists nestled this idea into their 
discipline by defining social facts as empirically verifiable observations, collected in 
systematic ways.175 
The empirical drive of American sociology was one reason for the heavy 
emphasis on quantification. Sociologists worked toward the development of valid and 
reliable techniques for working with social data, and thus developed rigorous statistical 
methodology.176 They utilized the scientific method to establish empirical generalizations 
concerning relations among variables. They employed exact methods of measurement 
and considered large numbers of cases to arrive at fair generalizations. Further, they used 
statistical tests to prove results were not by chance.177 Numerical measurement and 
complex mathematical and statistical analyses gave their work legitimacy.  
The sociology of religion was still a relatively young discipline in the 1960s.178 
Standard methods included surveys, questionnaires, interviews, observation, content 
analysis, analysis of data and records, and experimentation, or, the manipulation of 
                                                 
175 William J. Goode and Paul K. Hatt, Methods in Social Research (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
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176 Bates, Sociological Enterprise, 34. 
 
177 Michael Argyle, The Scientific Study of Social Behaviour (London: Methuen & Co., 1957), 6. 
 
178 Doctoral dissertations on the sociology of religion appeared as early as 1895, but the sociology 
of religion as a separate academic discipline came much later. In the 1910s, of the 15 Ph.Ds. awarded in 
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variables.179 Of all the schools of sociology, the American strand produced the greatest 
number of empirical techniques and empirically-tested ideas.180 Statistics moved into the 
social sciences in the nineteenth century, and by the twentieth century, it was the tool for 
analyzing observational data. As a defining feature of the American sociological 
tradition,181 statistics were popular in many forms, but particularly in survey research and 
questionnaires. For example, Richard Wells and Steven Picou determined in a content 
analysis of The American Sociological Review that surveys accounted for 70.5% of the 
empirical research techniques used in American sociology between 1950 and 1964.182 
Early surveys on religion were relatively straightforward and consisted of questions about 
religious preference, or the subject’s relation to variables such as voting, race, and sex.183 
In the 1960s these surveys increased in complexity and realized more fully religion’s 
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multidimensional nature. The use of the survey and quantitative techniques helped to 
further establish sociology as a legitimate academic discipline in the United States.184  
The growing penchant for quantification in American sociology also reflected an 
expanded general interest in numbers in American society. In the twentieth century, 
Americans counted more than they had ever counted before, and numbers became 
common discourse in public life.185 This shift toward, and subsequent reliance on, 
quantification changed American society.186 The traditional decree for what made a fact, 
indeed a fact, became clear—facts were observable and could be counted.187 In the aim of 
scientific validation, American sociology utilized sophisticated statistical and 
mathematical techniques in its tradition of undeniable empiricism.188  
Just like the “hard” sciences, sociologists created strict, clear definitions and 
taxonomies for studying social behavior and trends, even if they did not always lead to a 
consensus.189 Taxonomies were important because they ordered empirical observations 
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and data as well as classified material the same way that scientists did. The focus on 
taxonomies illustrated the deeply empirical nature of American sociology. However, the 
inability of sociologists to agree on definitions—especially definitions that were 
applicable across cultural boundaries—exposed the discipline’s lack of scientific identity. 
Further, it was unclear if sociologists could arrive at governing laws about society and 
social behavior the way that scientists constructed laws about the natural world and the 
universe.190 Sociologists had varying interpretations that explained social reality, 
including religious behavior. It was difficult to arrive at singular explanations and causes 
for social phenomena.  
Religion was a popular subject among sociologists at the turn of the twentieth 
century as seen in the writings of Durkheim, Troeltsch, Weber, and others. Its popularity 
waned during the world war eras but was favored again by mid-century.191 In the 1960s, 
sociology was decisively Western-focused, and most texts covered religion in a Western 
context, dealing specifically with Protestant Christianity. There were notable exceptions, 
such as the markedly popular Protestant, Catholic, Jew, by Will Herberg.192 There were 
few examples of sociologists studying other religions in Western contexts or other 
religions outside the West. The lack of attention to non-Western contexts was a 
somewhat ironic development considering the “fathers” of sociology who researched 
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“primitive religion,” such as Sigmund Freud in Totem and Taboo and Émile Durkheim in 
The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.  
“Magic” was a frequent topic of the studies that helped shape early sociological 
thinking and was investigated using anthropological studies in pre-literate contexts. 
Ultimately, though, studies on this topic grew mired in a deep ethnocentrism that proved 
a major obstacle to the sociological task.193 As in the case of studying “magic,” the 
Western-focused methods and principles of sociology did not easily translate from “First 
World” to “Third World” countries, nor from Christianity to other religions. Further, 
American social scientists were focused primarily on theories and explanations for 
religious beliefs, attitudes, and practices that could not account for the “resurgence” of 
religion around the world starting in the 1970s. The scholarship from this period betrayed 
a serious Western bias and an ignorance of the role that religion played in developing 
countries.194 The secularization theory was a prominent example, as discussed below. 
Bryan Wilson, Peter Berger, Thomas Luckmann, and Karel Dobbelaere—strong 
proponents of the theory—were all European products of a Christian intellectual heritage 
that romanticized the religious past of their countries.195 
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Religious Context of American Sociology 
The religious context of American sociology changed dramatically from the 
1920s to the 1960s. Early twentieth-century predictions for worldwide religious 
adherence claimed that the world was on the verge of Christian conversion.196 The 
delegates of the 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh were extremely 
optimistic about the future status of Christianity and believed that the dawn of the 
twentieth century marked a great opportunity for the expansion of Christianity into the 
non-Christian world. The missionary task was urgent, and the evangelization of the world 
finally within reach. Technological advancements in travel and communications 
increased the accessibility of Asia, Africa, and the Pacific at a time when Christians 
thought that minds and hearts in Asia and Africa were more favorable toward both the 
Christian message and the Western world than ever before.197 According to Edinburgh 
1910 delegates, the “breaking up of old faiths and their failure to satisfy the deepest 
longings and highest aspirations of men” was a great opportunity for Christian 
missions.198 The urgency for missions further increased in response to a growing spirit of 
nationalism among colonized nations that desired freedom from Western control.199 
Attitudes toward Africans and African cultures were particularly clear: “Here, as in no 
other continent, there is a mass of dark, illiterate, disserved, and degraded Paganism to be 
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enlightened and uplifted into the Church of Christ.”200 Delegates of Edinburgh 1910 
believed that adherents of traditional religions knew their belief systems could not stand 
up to the challenges presented by Christianity and that Christianity was the religion of 
their future.201 
The optimism of the missionary enterprise did not last long, and it became 
increasingly difficult to maintain a positive outlook for the future of religion, especially 
after two world wars. In the mid-twentieth century, some social scientists—who 
approached religion with a secular focus—began to predict a decline in the public 
relevance of religion.202 Religious communities in Northern Ireland, the Middle East, 
Latin America, and other places represented “last ditch” efforts dismissed by 
“fundamentalists” to forestall the inevitable collapse of religious hegemony.203 Many 
social scientists opined that religious belief would die out by the year 2000, if not sooner. 
In 1968, Peter Berger forecast the future of religious communities in the twenty-first 
century. He stated, “Religious believers are likely to be found only in small sects, 
huddled together to resist a worldwide secular culture.”204 Francis Fukuyama claimed that 
religion would be its own undoing: “The generally accepted agent for this secularization 
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in the West was Protestantism,” which made religion a private affair between self and 
God. Such a religious system eliminated the need for intermediary priests and religious 
intervention into politics. He claimed a similar case for Buddhism and Shinto in the 
East.205  
According to sociologists Rodney Stark and Roger Finke, early- to mid-twentieth-
century prophesies about secularization were born from five common beliefs: (1) the 
gradual forces of modernization would push faith to the fringes of societal life; (2) a 
generic decline of individual piety would occur across all faiths and denominations; (3) it 
would be science, not modernization, that would have the most deadly implications for 
religion; (4) secularization was an irreversible force; and (5) secularization was a global 
phenomenon, reaching all religious traditions and beliefs in the supernatural.206  
In hindsight, many of these assumptions and predictions were both overly 
Western-centric and erroneously broad. David Martin was one of the first sociologists to 
publicly reject the secularization thesis in 1965, claiming that the evidence was simply 
insufficient.207 He argued that there was no verifiable long-term decline in religious 
participation and that levels of personal religiosity were still high.208 Anthropologist 
                                                 
205 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992), 216–
217. He claimed that the “legacy” of Hinduism and Confucianism was mixed. Further, Orthodox Judaism 
and fundamentalist Islam were difficult to “reconcile with liberalism” due to their regulation of every 
aspect of life. 
 
206 Rodney Starke and Roger Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 58–61. 
 
207 Ibid., 62. For a reassessment of the theory from Martin’s perspective, see David Martin, On 
Secularization: Towards a Revised General Theory (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2005).  
 
208 Stark and Finke, Acts of Faith, 62. 
 
  
142 
Mary Douglas was completely opposed to the idea that modernization led to 
secularization. She held that, “As long as a collective ethos and social relationships exist, 
there will be religion, rituals, and myths, because religion is created in social 
relationships.”209 Religion would not disappear because it was so closely tied to 
individuals, not society. Douglas also maintained that science did not “reduce the 
explanatory powers of religion,” because people understood the fundamental differences 
between the two.210 Considering religious trends around the world, Peter Berger, a 
proponent of secularization theory in the 1960s, humbly recanted his position in the 
1990s. Berger later stated, “The world today, with some exceptions…is as furiously 
religious as it ever was, and in some places more so than ever. This means that a whole 
body of literature by historians and social scientists loosely labeled ‘secularization 
theory’ is essentially mistaken.”211 The secularization theory reached its pinnacle in the 
1980s and from there was increasingly rejected by sociologists of religion.212 Religion 
was not in inevitable decline but co-existed with modernity quite well.213  
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Conclusion 
This chapter covered the turn of the twentieth century to the 1960s—a tumultuous 
time for religion, with two world wars and massive social and political upheaval. 
Significant changes occurred in both scientific inquiry and theological belief in the 
American context. However, as this chapter suggests, science and religion were 
intricately connected in the development of American sociology as an academic 
discipline.  
Despite efforts by sociologists to maintain a boundary between “pure” and 
“applied” sciences, Christian data-gathering missionary researchers of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries melded religious motives and scientific inquiry to produce 
some of the best studies of American religious life of their time. Many of these 
individuals were influenced by the social gospel and concern for the alleviation of human 
suffering. Further, an emerging Protestant theological liberalism encouraged Christian 
openness to scientific inquiry. The Progressive Era overlapped with the height of the 
mainline Protestant missionary movement. As a result, Christian sociology shared the 
missionary movement’s “civilization approach” to Western-style societal improvement, 
like the “social salvation” advocated by social gospelers. Individuals like James Dennis, 
Harlan Beach, and H. Paul Douglass pioneered the social scientific study of religion, 
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worked for the benefit of the church, and laid a foundation for the secular sociology of 
religion. Likewise, the Institute of Social and Religious Research exemplified Christian 
sociology in its blend of science and religion. 
After 1920, significant social, religious, and political changes shifted social 
scientific research on religion to universities to create a value-free, “scientific” discipline. 
However, the first generation of American sociologists were largely Christians of the 
applied stream. The professionalization of social work in the 1920s and the 
disenchantment with post-millennial theology after World War I helped separate 
sociology as an academic field. The second generation of American sociologists veered 
the field to a secularized, “objective” science located in academic institutions. By the 
1960s, American sociology drew methodologies from the “hard” sciences and, as a result, 
was deeply empirical and heavily emphasized quantitative methods. 
This chapter has shown that the separation of the social sciences and religion—as 
well as assuming that sociologists must be “methodologically non-religious”—is 
discontinuous with the discipline’s past.214 Re-reading the history of American sociology 
from the perspective of the social gospel, the mainline missionary movement, and 
Protestant theological liberalism illustrates that not only was the first generation of 
American sociologists theologically-minded but that Christian influences continued 
throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Thus, David Barrett—a missionary-
researcher with doctoral work in the social scientific study of religion—truly exemplified 
American sociology’s past and present status in the 1960s.
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CHAPTER THREE 
AFRICAN INDEPENDENCY AND THE RE-INVENTION OF A BRITISH 
MISSIONARY: MOVING FROM COLONIAL TO POST-COLONIAL 
CHRISTIANITY 
David Barrett’s location in Africa under the auspices of the Church Missionary 
Society was extremely influential in the creation of the World Christian Encyclopedia.1 
When Barrett arrived in Kenya in 1957, most British missionaries were aware of the need 
to respond to African nationalism and had begun legitimizing African leadership, both in 
politics and the church. Kenya was under a state of emergency since 1952, and there was 
a sense that the end of the British Empire in Africa was near. Missionaries saw that 
change was coming to their churches.  
Barrett’s experience of the Johera schism from the Anglican Church was his first 
introduction to African Christianity. He befriended Africans who left mission churches 
and received valuable experience in African Independent Churches (AICs).2 Barrett’s 
doctoral thesis analyzed 6,000 AICs, published in 1968 as Schism and Renewal in 
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Africa.3 He helped legitimize indigenous African expressions of Christianity through 
quantification and their full inclusion as part of global Christianity.  
This chapter argues that Barrett’s experience and study of African independent 
Christianity were important for his transition from colonialism and his work to quantify 
all of world Christianity. Barrett was not a neutral observer; his attitudes as a British 
passport holder at the wane of Britain’s colonial empire colored his understanding of the 
growth and decline of Christianity. His experience of founding and operating the Unit of 
Research of the Church of the Province of Kenya—a white expatriate researching world 
Christianity under an African bishop—illustrated the difficulties of the shift from 
colonialism to post-colonialism.  
Further, this analysis illustrates that Barrett’s study of African Independent 
Churches was foundational to the ethos of the World Christian Encyclopedia. In Schism 
and Renewal, Barrett established his credibility as an expert in religious movements, as 
well as established the methodology used in the WCE. Much like the AICs he studied, 
Barrett himself—a pioneer missionary-researcher—broke off from the missionary 
establishment and threw his support behind the “heretical” African independent groups. 
He made a decisively post-colonial move. As a result, the WCE portrayed a picture of the 
diversity and fragmentation of world Christianity, united only in self-identification within 
the church. Beginning with Barrett’s study of AICs, he built a new, post-colonial 
framework for defining and understanding world Christianity. 
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British Colonial Rule in Kenya 
The East Africa Protectorate included modern-day Kenya and was founded in 
1895. The British Empire pursued economic and strategic self-interests, fueled by 
nationalism.4 Economics largely drove British expansion, and colonies were only 
worthwhile if they were inexpensive. The Empire had to run at a minimum cost to the 
British taxpayer, and revenues from each colony should be enough to administer that 
colony.5 In Africa, Britain wanted to economically benefit from a territory without the 
cost of a full colonial administration. Thus, the British were slow to move to the Kenyan 
interior.6 Britain wanted to gain maximum economic impact with minimal involvement in 
annexed territories—that is, they wanted cheap colonial rule. However, territories and 
protectorates turned into full-fledged colonies to exclude other countries from influence 
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and to adequately function for British interests. The policy of “get more for less” was one 
cause of the Empire’s downfall.7 
Britain established Kenya as an official colony in 1920. By that time, Kenya was 
home to a white settler population with a wildly disproportionate amount of political 
power.8 In alignment with Britain’s overall imperial policy, colonial officials wanted 
maximum output from plantations in white settler areas in addition to self-government of 
these areas to keep costs down. Africans had no legal land rights in British East Africa 
apart from some on the coast and other reserves set aside for them. The demand for 
inexpensive, high economic output resulted in the exploitation of African labor and made 
Kenya a hotbed of dissent.  
 
The Church Missionary Society in Kenya 
The first CMS missionary to Kenya, Johann Krapf (1810–1887), arrived in 
Mombasa with his wife, Rosina, in 1844.9 Rosina and their newborn baby died of malaria 
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soon after. The completion of the Uganda Railway in 1901 enabled missionary 
movement to the interior, from Mombasa to Kisumu on the Eastern shore of Lake 
Victoria. Protestant missions first focused on Kikuyuland, North of Nairobi. Between 
1900 and 1913 the CMS set up seven mission stations in Kikuyuland and by 1916 there 
were 16 CMS stations in East and Central Kenya and along the coast of the Indian 
Ocean.10 There were four main societies in the region: the Church Missionary Society 
(CMS), Church of Scotland Mission (CSM), United Methodist Free Church Mission, and 
the interdenominational Africa Inland Mission (AIM).11 In 1918, the four organizations 
created a Protestant alliance that sponsored the Alliance High School and the United 
Theological College at Limuru.12 In 1924 these groups formed the Kenya Mission 
Council and were replaced by the Christian Council of Kenya in 1943.13 
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British rule in Kenya was particularly harsh and resulted in a complicated 
relationship between missionaries and the state.14 The British imperial push was not only 
economic; a prominent humanitarian element was supported by the British public. 
Missionaries handled the humanitarian arm of the empire, expressed in, for example, the 
abolition of the slave trade (1807) and concern for indigenous interests.15 In particular, 
missionaries ran hospitals and schools that enabled the British to satisfy their 
humanitarian obligations at a low cost. The Anglican Church thus made itself 
indispensable to Kenyan life by providing social services in health, agriculture, 
education, and vocational training.16 Missionaries served as interlocutors between British 
and Africans and were inconsistent in their responses to colonial rule.17 They were caught 
in a moral dilemma, especially concerning the exploitation of African labor.18 
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Missionaries focused on building self-governing churches and developing educated 
indigenous leadership in the nineteenth century.19 However, in addition to providing 
desired educational services, they also wanted to respond to white settlers’ demand for 
land and labor and the rise of African nationalism—all while promoting Christian moral 
standards and respecting indigenous cultural practices. J.H. Oldham, the editor of the 
International Review of Missions, launched the 1920 campaign on the Kenyan labor 
question, effectively bringing the issue to the public’s attention.20  
The Anglican Church in Kenya was marked by deep internal division 
immediately following World War II. Missionaries had to navigate increasingly powerful 
white settlers, oppressive colonial authorities, and politically active Africans.21 By 1948, 
                                                                                                                                                 
Missionaries were on the front lines of this monumental, global shift. They lived among the people who 
turned against the West. Missionaries benefitted from colonial structures and, at the same time, stood up for 
indigenous people and their right for self-determination.  
 
19 Henry Venn (1796–1873) believed that missionaries would become unnecessary in certain 
contexts because of the creation of fully independent, three-self churches. Three-self churches were 
independent of outside, Western influence and were self-supported, self-propagated, and self-governed. 
The development of three-self churches would be the “euthanasia of a mission.” “Euthanasia of a mission” 
for the CMS became the most important work in Venn’s life. However, Max Warren was critical of Venn’s 
vigor for fully independent churches. Warren thought Venn underestimated the role of missionaries in 
indigenous churches. See W. Knight, The Missionary Secretariat of Henry Venn, B.D. (London: Longmans, 
Green, and Co., 1880), 413; Jehu Hanciles, Euthanasia of a Mission: African Church Autonomy in a 
Colonial Context (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002), 26, 114. 
A further purpose of education was Christianization. Christianization was always a goal of 
missions. In the twentieth century, the church focused on social issues in addition to personal conversion—
that is, a dual goal of conversion and Christianization. Christianization was part of the moral dilemma of 
missionaries, who wanted to defend people from colonial oppression but still guide them into a Christian 
way of life. 
 
20 Oldham traveled widely around Africa and raised concerns to colonial administrations. Oldham 
described economic, political, and cultural reasons for problems between blacks and whites. However, he 
spoke positively of the intentions of the British to bring civilization to “lower peoples” through 
colonialism. See J.H. Oldham, Christianity and the Race Problem (New York: George H. Doran Co., 
1924). 
 
21 Sabar, Church, State and Society in Kenya, 46. 
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33% of Kenyans were self-professed Christians, but there were no African Anglican 
bishops and the church was still racially segregated.22 The Church Missionary Society 
also had a strained relationship with the diocese. The 1944 diocesan constitution divided 
the church into two racial groups, black and white, and reflected the overall racial tension 
in Kenya as a British colony. Missionaries were on both sides of the Mau Mau uprising, 
and disagreements ensued about the role of humanitarian work versus evangelism.23 Most 
efforts to unite the Anglican Church were led by British and did not include Africans. 
Overall, Western missionaries maintained a complicated relationship with imperialism. 
William Hocking’s Re-Thinking Missions (1932), for example, made no explicit mention 
of mission and imperialism.24 The connection between Christianity and commerce, 
                                                 
22 David B. Barrett, George K. Mambo, Janice McLaughlin, and Malcolm J. McVeigh, eds., 
Kenya Churches Handbook: The Development of Kenyan Christianity, 1498–1973 (Kisumu: Evangel 
Publishing House, 1973), 163. By 1962, 54% of Kenya was Christian. 
 
23 Stuart, British Missionaries, 168. The Mau Mau uprising, also known as the Kenya Emergency, 
occurred between 1952 and 1960. It intensified racial and political tensions within both politics and the 
church. The Kikuyu were economically marginalized by white settler land expansion and lacked adequate 
political representation. In 1952, some Kikuyu dissidents attacked political opponents and raided white 
settler farms. Some Kikuyu became Mau Mau fighters while others sided with the British. The British 
declared a state of emergency in 1952 and a brutal armed conflict ensued until 1957. Mau Mau fighters 
were tortured and put into detention camps. Estimates of the number of Kenyans killed varied between 
11,000 and 90,000. The rebellion hastened Kenyan independence, achieved in 1963. Jomo Kenyatta 
became the nation’s first president, despite allegations that he was a leader of the Mau Mau rebellion. For 
more on the Mau Mau uprising, see Marina Wa Kinyatti, Mau Mau: A Revolution Betrayed (Nairobi: Mau 
Mau Research Center, 2000); E.S. Atieno Odhiambo and John Lonsdale, Mau Mau & Nationhood: Arms, 
Authority & Narration (Oxford: James Currey, 2003); Huw C. Bennett, Fighting the Mau Mau: The British 
Army and Counter-Insurgency in the Kenya Emergency (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
 
24 See Stanley, Bible and the Flag, 13; William E. Hocking, Re-Thinking Missions: A Laymen’s 
Inquiry After One Hundred Years (New York: Harper and Bros., 1932). In 1928, theologian and 
missiologist Hendrik Kraemer (1888–1965) stated that Re-Thinking Missions lacked authentic Christianity. 
His statements sparked a now-famous debate over the relationship between Christianity and other world 
religions. The much larger context was the debate between theological liberalism and Barthianism, or neo-
orthodoxy. See Daewon Moon, “Hocking, William Ernest,” in Encyclopedia of Christianity in the United 
States, vol. 5, ed. George T. Kurian and Mark A. Lamport (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016), 
1105–1106; William R. Hutchison, Errand to the World: American Protestant Thought and Foreign 
Missions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 158–175, 180. 
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however, was overt and strong as early as David Livingstone’s mission in Africa.25 
Oldham and other Christian leaders were not necessarily against imperial rule or white 
settlement if there was consideration of all parties’ interests.26 
In the immediate post-World War II period, both missionaries and colonial 
authorities thought Africans were unprepared for political leadership. They were 
apprehensive and suspicious of African nationalism. They advocated for a 
“multiracialism” in Kenyan politics between blacks and whites. By the 1950s, and 
certainly by the 1960s, most missionaries realized the inevitability of self-governing 
African political states.27 Ghana’s independence in 1957 realized the beginning of the end 
of the British Empire. Decolonization in Africa occurred quickly, and by mid-century, the 
British Empire north of the Zambezi River was nearly dismantled and run by black 
African governments. Missionaries played a direct role in the continued rise of African 
nationalism in Kenya post-World War II. The education nationalists received in mission 
schools provided the tools for political pushback.28  
                                                 
25 Stanley, Bible and the Flag, 70. See also Brian Stanley, “Christian Missions, Antislavery and 
the Claims of Humanity, c.1813–1873,” in The Cambridge History of Christianity, volume 8, “World 
Christianities, c.1815–1914,” ed. Sheriden Gilley and Brian Stanley (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006). 
 
26 Stanley, Bible and the Flag, 149. W.E. Owen, head of the Nyanza mission, for example, was an 
outspoken critic of the exploitation of Africans but uncritical of the larger imperial enterprise. 
 
27 John Stuart, “’Speaking for the Unvoiced’? British Missionaries and Aspects of African 
Nationalism, 1949–1959, in Missions, Nationalism, and the End of Empire, ed. Brian Stanley (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003), 185. 
 
28 For example, 10 of the 17 members of Jomo Kenyatta’s first cabinet were graduates of the 
Alliance High School. Stanley, Bible and the Flag, 16. 
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Missionaries had to come to terms with nationalism and decolonization, but most 
importantly, with their paternalism in a changed political scene. Max Warren, general 
secretary of the CMS, according to Stanley, “insisted that the contemporary nationalist 
revolution in Asia and Africa demanded an end to racially superior attitudes amongst 
Western missionaries, and called for a sympathetic Christian response.”29 Stephen Neill 
also condemned missions for their close ties to Western imperialism in Colonialism and 
Christian Mission.30 British missionary attitudes toward nationalism slowly changed, 
along with attitudes toward African leadership in politics and the church. Missionaries 
became more invested in African political outcomes and were, once again, caught 
between their support of Africans and desire to obey the colonial state.31 British 
missionaries believed that African determination was worthwhile and they wanted to be a 
part of the process, but they were complicit in the colonial rule against which African 
nationalism fought.32 
                                                 
29 Ibid., 18. Warren was general secretary of the CMS from 1942 to 1963 and helped usher the 
CMS to the end of the colonial era. He supported African nationalist movements and attempted to create a 
post-colonial theology of mission. See Graham Kings, “Warren, Max,” in Biographical Dictionary of 
Christian Missions, ed. Gerald H. Anderson (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 719; Max 
Warren, Problems and Promises in Africa Today (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1964). 
 
30 Stephen Neill, Colonialism and Christian Mission (New York: McGraw Hill, 1966). Neill 
concluded that most missionaries were in a middle position between full support of colonial empires and 
full support of indigenous peoples. 
 
31 Stuart, “’Speaking for the Unvoiced’?,” 185. 
 
32 Ibid. 192. One example of the complicated relationship between missionaries and colonialism in 
Kenya was controversial Mau Mau rehabilitation. During the first six months of the Mau Mau rebellion, 
some missionaries participated in colonial efforts to rehabilitate the thousands of Africans held in 
determent camps who were removed from their families and subjected to forced labor. Not all detainees 
were Mau Mau adherents, but simply people the government thought could be susceptible to the 
movement’s influence. While some missionaries worked in the detainment camps, others worked with 
humanitarian groups that assisted Mau Mau rebels. See Stuart, British Missionaries, 145–150. 
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Relations between the CMS and Anglican Kenyan dioceses began to improve in 
the mid-1950s. Leonard Beecher became Bishop of Mombasa in 1953 and helped heal 
the racial and ecclesiastical rifts that swelled over previous decades.33 He encouraged 
European and African cooperation for deeper Christian understanding. The diocese of 
Mombasa became split along geographic, not racial, lines. An important sign of improved 
African/European relations was the consecration of bishops Obadiah Kariuki and Festo 
Olang’ in 1955.34 In Western Kenya, some whites had difficulty accepting the authority 
of a black bishop. For example, a white missionary said to Olang’, “I cannot have a black 
                                                 
33 Keith Cole, The Cross Over Mount Kenya: A Short History of the Anglican Church in the 
Diocese of Mount Kenya, 1900–1970 (Nairobi: Church Missionary Historical Publications Trust, 1970), 15. 
Leonard Beecher (1906–1987) arrived in Kenya as CMS missionary teacher in 1927. He was engaged to 
Gladys Leaky, a Kenyan-born daughter of missionaries Harry and Mary Leaky. Thus, Beecher was 
acquainted with several African languages and cultures. According to Stuart, Beecher was “one of the best-
connected and best-informed Europeans in Kenya.” Stuart, British Missionaries, 136.  
 
34 Obadiah Kariuki was born in 1902 in Gikundiko, Kabete, outside of Nairobi, just a few years 
after an influx of Western missionaries arrived in Nairobi. He attended a CMS school and received baptism 
in 1922. At the CMS Divinity School in Limuru in 1936 he experienced the “power of the Holy Spirit in a 
new experience of salvation” but was “ridiculed as a new revivalist.” The following year, the first team of 
Ruanda revivalists (Balokole) entered Nairobi and surrounding areas. Kariuki experienced hostility as a 
revivalist within the Anglican Church. He was ordained a deacon in 1939 and a priest in 1942. In 1955, he 
was appointed Assistant Bishop of Mombasa and consecrated by Archbishop of Canterbury Geoffrey 
Fisher. See Obadiah Kariuki and George Mathu, A Bishop Facing Mount Kenya: An Autobiography, 1902–
1978 (Nairobi: Uzima Press Limited, 1985), 4ff. To produce his autobiography, Bishop Kariuki dictated his 
memoirs in his own Kikuyu language into a tape recorder. Mathu, an oral historian, transcribed the material 
and translated it into English. David Barrett conducted historical and ecclesiastical investigations to fill out 
the context of Kariuki’s life.  
Festo Olang’ was born in Ebusakami, Maseno, in 1914. He attended an Anglican school where he 
was confirmed and was the only Christian in his family. He attended St. Paul’s Divinity School in 1944, 
was ordained a deacon in 1945 and a priest in 1950. He was consecrated Assistant Bishop with Kariuki in 
1955 by the Archbishop of Canterbury and appointed to the Western part of the diocese. Olang’ described 
the tension in the late 1950s as an African Anglican bishop: “The Emergency period was a terrible time for 
African Christians. For an African to be seen with a white man could be death before night. People were 
stopped in buses and their prayer book jerked out of their hands. If the name of Jesus had not been crossed 
out, they were in danger. He was considered the white man’s God. I was even accused of receiving pay for 
what I preached…We wanted to be free of the British too, but Christian could not turn against Christian. 
We would not turn our backs on our Christian brothers, and many died.” Olang’ was appointed Bishop of 
Maseno in 1960 and was Archbishop of the Anglican Church of Kenya from 1970 to 1980. See Festo 
Olang’, An Autobiography (Nairobi: Uzima Press, 1991), 31ff. 
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man laying his hands on my children’s head in confirmation.” Bishop Beecher replied in 
Olang’s defense, “We have come to Africa to live alongside the African, to share our 
faith with him and to worship with him. If we cannot bring ourselves to meet with him 
here, we shall certainly have to meet with him in Heaven. So if you cannot accept him 
here in Kericho, it is time for you to pack up and go home.”35 Beecher’s work 
significantly contributed to the indigenization of the Anglican Church of Kenya. 
The consecration of bishops Kariuki and Olang’ in 1955 made African leadership 
more apparent in the church. Archbishop of Canterbury Geoffrey Fisher visited Kenya 
that year on a tour of Africa and helped move the church toward the development of 
autonomous, mature provinces in Africa.36 Archbishop Fisher assisted in the formation of 
the provinces of West Africa, Central Africa, East Africa, and Uganda. The Church of the 
Province of East Africa became autonomous in 1960, with Leonard J. Beecher as its first 
Archbishop. These changes and events were indicative of a larger ecclesial shift in East 
Africa where the churches—rather than a mission society based in London—would 
decide where, how, and what purpose missionaries would serve.37 The CMS would now 
send missionaries overseas only upon request of the local diocese. In short, the CMS 
worked on behalf of the church in Africa, led by Africans.38 
                                                 
35 Ibid., 32. 
 
36 David Hein, Geoffrey Fisher: Archbishop of Canterbury (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 
2008), 66. 
 
37 Stuart, British Missionaries, 165. 
 
38 Ibid., 168. 
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David Barrett’s context in Kenya was racially tense in both politics and the 
church, coupled with an ambiguous relationship between missionaries and colonial 
authorities. Africans with nationalistic interests increasingly led the Anglican Church. 
The Church Missionary Society re-conceptualized the very definition of “mission” and 
the role white missionaries played in a newly-independent Kenya.  
 
Missionary Work Among the Luo: 1957–1961 
Barrett’s first missionary tour (1957–1961) was marked by competition among 
Christians, between races, and between political ideologies. These years were formative 
for him, as he made choices where his allegiances would lie. As a CMS missionary, he 
remained loyal to the CMS office and embraced a newer style of missionary engagement, 
contrary to the advice of the diocesan office in Kenya. At the same time, he resonated 
with the African struggle to create and maintain both their religious and political 
outcomes. His time among the Luo people in rural Nyanza province introduced him to 
African Christianity and bonded him to African Christian experience. Most importantly, 
it sparked his interest in studying African Independent Churches (AICs) and laid the 
foundation for his ground-breaking work in re-conceptualizing the scope of the world 
Christian movement. 
Barrett attended the CMS Missionary Training College in London from 1956–
1957. Halfway through the year, he felt a distinct ministerial call to overseas missions.39 
                                                 
39 David Barrett to Canon Wittenbach, January 14, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
Center for the Study of Global Christianity, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, South Hamilton, 
Massachusetts. 
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He read nineteenth-century biographies of missionaries who engaged in what he called 
“older” missionary methods.40 Beginning in 1952, however, he began to read more from 
the International Review of Missions and books from World Dominion Press, both of 
which highlighted debates on contemporary missiological issues.41 
                                                 
40 One missiological method in the nineteenth century was the “civilization approach,” which 
meant the spread of Western rationality through missionary-run schools. Alexander Duff (1806–1878), 
Scottish missionary in India, argued for teaching English in mission schools and conversion of the Hindu 
Brahmin class. He founded the first modern college in India, where the Bible served as the basis of Western 
learning. Teaching was a means of evangelism. See Alexander Duff, Missions, the Chief End of the Church 
(Edinburgh: John Johnstone, 1840). Another prominent method in the nineteenth century was the creation 
and support of indigenous “three-self” churches around the world. Henry Venn was clerical secretary of the 
Church Missionary Society from 1841–1873 and a defining figure of Anglican missionary outreach in the 
nineteenth century. He and his American counterpart, Rufus Anderson (1797–1880), pioneered the concept 
of building indigenous churches as the main goal of missions. Anderson was assistant secretary of the 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) from 1826 to 1866. He was explicit 
that missions should not aim at “civilizing” non-Christian peoples, but rather focus on the proclamation of 
the gospel through preaching. Both Venn and Anderson emphasized the use of vernacular languages in 
schools and churches. See Wilbert R. Shenk, “Venn, Henry,” in Biographical Dictionary of Christian 
Missions, ed. Gerald H. Anderson (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 698; Max Warren, ed., 
To Apply the Gospel: Selections from the Writings of Henry Venn (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 
1971); Wilbert R. Shenk, Henry Venn, Missionary Statesman (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1983); David M. 
Stowe, “Anderson, Rufus,” in Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions, ed. Gerald H. Anderson 
(New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 20; Rufus Anderson, Foreign Missions: Their Relations 
and Claims (New York: Scribner, 1869). 
 
41 J.H. Oldham (1874–1969) started the International Review of Missions (IRM) in 1912. The 
publication highlighted many of the major twentieth-century debates in missiology. Oldham served as 
editor until 1928. He was secretary of the 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh, from which 
the IRM was inspired. E.J. Bingle was editor (1953–1957) when Barrett started to read the publication 
regularly at the CMS training school. Bingle also partnered with Kenneth Grubb in the production of the 
World Christian Handbook, the immediate predecessor to the World Christian Encyclopedia. See “Editors 
of the International Review of Mission,” International Review of Mission 100, no. 2 (November 2011): 
367–373. The purpose of the IRM, according to Oldham was, “to further the serious study of the facts and 
problems of missionary work among non-Christian peoples, and to contribute to the building up of a 
science of missions.” J.H. Oldman, “The Editor’s Notes,” International Review of Missions 1, no. 1 (1912): 
1–13. The title of the journal was changed in 1968 to the International Review of Mission to disentangle it 
from old missionary paternalism in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. See William H. Crane, “Dropping the 
‘S’,” International Review of Mission 8, no. 2 (1969): 1–5. 
Wealthy Congregationalist layman Sidney J.W. Clark began the World Dominion Movement in 
1923. Its main concerns were the spread of evangelism worldwide and the development of indigenous 
churches. The movement was closely tied with the missiological thinking of Roland Allen and Thomas 
Cochrane. See Alexander McLeish, “The World Dominion Movement: Its Ideals and Activities,” 
International Review of Missions 23, no. 2 (April 1934): 215–224; Donald McGavran, Bridges of God: A 
Study in the Strategy of Missions (London: World Dominion Press, 1955), vi.  
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Barrett was convicted in two ways regarding the call to serve with the CMS 
overseas. The first was “the call of the unevangelized millions,” as described in a lecture 
by Bishop Stephen Neill.42 Barrett felt called to direct evangelistic work in unevangelized 
areas. At the same time, by his assertion, he had “no particular evangelistic gifts.”43 He 
felt that he would work well in a team of evangelists. The second conviction sprouted 
from articles in the International Review of Missions and the work of Roland Allen and 
Donald McGavran. Allen and McGavran advocated for the abandonment of a “mission 
station approach” toward more mobile missionaries and “people-movement churches.”44 
                                                 
42 Barrett did not leave behind notes from this lecture. Barrett and Neill (1900–1984) enjoyed a 
mentor/mentee relationship by correspondence for many years until a falling out in the early 1970s. The 
details of their broken relationship were unclear. It could be related to disagreements over Neill’s 
professorship at the University of Nairobi in 1969 in the Department of Religious and Philosophical 
Studies, which Barrett helped create and invited Neill to lead. Neill was ordained an Anglican deacon in 
1927 and served as a missionary in India from 1924–1944. There he assisted the most successful 
ecumenical merger, the Church of South India. He also became bishop of Tirunelveli in 1939. He worked 
for the World Council of Churches from 1947 to 1954 and then the University of Hamburg as a professor 
of mission from 1962–1967, where Barrett first encountered him on a visit to the CMS training school. One 
of Neill’s most influential books was A History of Christian Missions (New York: Penguin Books, 1964) 
where he famously stated, “…the age of missions is at an end; the age of mission has begun.” (572) This 
change reflected an effort to shed missions of its colonial baggage and move toward a missio Dei 
missiology. The missio Dei referred to mission as God’s sending activity in the world, a shift from missions 
as the church’s efforts to carry out evangelistic tasks in the world. See E. M. Jackson, “Neill, Stephen 
Charles,” in Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions, ed. Gerald H. Anderson (New York: 
Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 488. 
 
43 David Barrett to Canon Wittenbach, January 14, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
44 Roland Allen (1868–1947) was an early adopter of the “Nevius plan”—named after American 
Presbyterian missionary in China, John Livingston Nevius (1829–1893)—of establishing three-self 
churches. Such churches were rooted in their indigenous cultures and separate from Western Christianity. 
Allen was critical of Western missionary paternalism and the perceived mistrust of indigenous Christians. 
See Roland Allen, Missionary Methods: St. Paul’s or Ours? A Study of the Church in the Four Provinces 
(London: R. Scott, 1912); Charles Henry Long, “Allen, Roland,” in Biographical Dictionary of Christian 
Missions, ed. Gerald H. Anderson (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 12–13; David M. Paton, 
ed. Reform of the Ministry: A Study in the Work of Roland Allen (London: Lutterworth Press, 1968).  
Donald McGavran (1897–1990) described the terms “mission station approach” and “people 
movement churches” in his 1955 book, Bridges of God. The mission station approach reflected the 
replication of American church life on the mission field, where missionaries collected people of various 
nationalities and ethnicities into a single church. They focused on converting individuals to Jesus Christ 
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Barrett was compelled to try the new approach of integrating into local cultures. He 
wanted to live among the people to whom he would minister as a missionary. Barrett had 
not come across CMS criticism of this new missionary strategy and thus felt encouraged 
to work in this direction.45 
In May 1957, Barrett was assigned as a missionary to Kisii in Nyanza Province, 
Kenya, and was directed to learn the Luo language.46 He left for Kenya via ship on 
August 22 and arrived in Mombasa on September 13. He studied Luo in Maseno for six 
weeks before he moved to a permanent ministry location in Kisii. 
                                                                                                                                                 
and removed converts from their cultural contexts. Western missionaries lived separately from the 
indigenous cultures, cloistered in mission stations instead of among the people. Converts were instructed to 
not only follow a new religion but adopt an entirely new, and foreign, way of life. Although he served as a 
“mission station” missionary, McGavran deemed this approach unsuccessful. In the mid-twentieth century 
in evangelical circles, missionary methods shifted away from targeting individuals toward a focus on ethnic 
and linguistic people groups. People movements were rooted in indigenous contexts and largely 
independent of Western missions. Converts retained their own clothing style, food, language, and other 
cultural elements. McGavran also argued that spontaneous expansion was natural for people movements 
and grew from the people’s desire to reach their “own” and their neighbors. Later, McGavran pioneered the 
“church growth movement” with his application of sociological field research methodologies to 
understanding the growth and decline of churches worldwide. See McGavran, Bridges of God; George G. 
Hunter III, “The Legacy of Donald A. McGavran,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research 16, no. 4 
(October 1992): 158–162; Alan R. Tippett, ed., God, Man, and Church Growth: A Festschrift in Honor of 
Donald Anderson McGavran (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1973); Donald 
McGavran, How Churches Grow: The New Frontiers of Mission (New York: Friendship Press, 1959). 
 
45 Barrett also expressed willingness to respond to the call for single, male missionaries overseas 
and to avoid marriage for at least five years while on the field. David Barrett to Canon Wittenbach, January 
14, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, CSGC. 
 
46 Initially, Barrett had many doubts about his assignment to Kisii, Kenya. The area was already 
evangelized, and 40% of Luo adults were Roman Catholic or Seventh-day Adventists. He was 
apprehensive about becoming proficient in the Luo language, and thought Kisii seemed a bit “backwater,” 
with no industry, science, or “civilization.” He also expressed concern about the influence of African 
nationalism. See David Barrett, Desk Diary 1957, June 19, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. Barrett’s first contact with East Africa was through Archdeacon Peter Hawes, a CMS 
missionary in Maseno, Kenya. Hawes introduced Barrett to the urgency of the missionary task in East 
Africa. See Peter Hawes to David Barrett, March 31, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. For a history of the CMS in Nyanza province from 1910 to 1942, see Hewitt, Problems of Success, 
138–142. For AICs in Nyazna province, see Marko Kuhn, Prophetic Christianity in Western Kenya: 
Political, Cultural and Theological Aspects of African Independent Churches (Frankfurt am Main: Peter 
Lang, 2007). 
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Roman Catholic missionaries first introduced Christianity to the Luo of Western 
Kenya in 1902, followed by the CMS and Seventh-day Adventists in 1906, and then the 
Africa Inland Mission. The Luo responded quickly to Christianity, and each of the four 
missions had large followings by 1920.47 Indigenous Africans played a significant role in 
the growth of Christianity as catechists, clergy, and administrators. By the mid-1960s 
most of the Protestant churches were under Luo leadership. Despite the growth of 
Christianity among the Luo, religious protest movements began almost immediately. The 
first Christian separatist movement in Kenya began among the Luo in 1914, led by 
Johana Owalo.48 Owalo formed the Nomiya Luo Mission, and under his leadership it 
spread to neighboring Tanganyika.49 By the 1940s, the East African Revival had spread 
from Ruanda to Luo Christians in Kenya.50 The Revival was led by itinerant preachers 
and focused on lay prayer and fellowship. Theologically, it emphasized personal 
                                                 
47 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 9. See also F.B. Welbourn and B.A. Ogot, A Place to Feel at 
Home: A Study of Two Independent Churches in Western Kenya (London: Oxford University Press, 1966). 
 
48 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 10. A book by the Provincial Unit of Research in 1994 stated that 
Nomiya was founded in 1907 and that John Owalo was a Catholic catechist. See Provincial Unit of 
Research, Church of the Province of Kenya, Rabai to Mumias: A Short History of the Church of the 
Province of Kenya, 1844–1994 (Nairobi: Uzima Press, 1994), 58. Hoehler-Fatton stated that Owalo was 
baptized a Roman Catholic but converted to Islam later in life. See Cynthia Hoehler-Fatton, Women of Fire 
and Spirit: History, Faith, and Gender in Roho Religion in Western Kenya (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996), 75. 
 
49 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 11. For more on the Nomiya Luo Mission and Johana Owalo, see 
Allan Anderson, African Reformation: African Initiated Christianity in the 20th Century (Trenton, NJ: 
Africa World Press, 2001), 152–153. 
 
50 On the East African Revival, see Kevin Ward and Emma Wild-Wood, The East African 
Revival: History and Legacies (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012); Derek R. Peterson, Ethnic Patriotism and the 
East African Revival: A History of Dissent, c. 1935–1972 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); 
J.E. Church, Quest for the Highest: An Autobiographical Account of the East African Revival (Exeter: 
Paternoster Press, 1981). 
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salvation and advocated for disengagement from secular society.51 The Revival 
invigorated church life, but also caused division. Revivalists, also known as Revival 
Brethren, developed a strong lay movement within the Anglican Church of Kenya. Their 
leaders felt disrespected by church authorities and threatened schism. One of three revival 
groups under Ishmael Noo left to form the Christian Universal Evangelical Union in 
1948. In 1952, the Dar, Luo for “separatism,” movement split from the Anglican Church. 
Each schism amassed a large following.  
Barrett’s first introduction to African Christianity was thus confusion amidst 
division. He immediately stepped into controversy—the largest Anglican schism to date 
in Kenya was underway in Nyanza province. The Revival Within the Church—popularly 
known as the Johera (“people of love”) movement—was on the brink of leaving the 
Anglican Church.52 Abednego Matthew Ajuoga, an ordained Anglican priest (1954), led 
the Johera movement and made a formal complaint to the CMS about discrimination 
                                                 
51 In Kenya, Revivalists rejected the Anglican Church’s involvement in political affairs. See Sabar, 
Church, State and Society, 52.  
 
52 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 12; Anderson, African Reformation, 151–152. The term “Johera” 
contrasted with “Jorema,” which meant “people of the blood,” in reference to the revival’s emphasis on the 
blood of Christ. See Kevin Ward, A History of Global Anglicanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), 178; Welbourn and Ogot, A Place to Feel at Home; George F. Pickens, African Christian 
God-Talk: Matthew Ajuoga’s Johera Narrative (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2004). See 
also Norbert C. Brockman, “Ajuoga, Abednego Matthew,” Dictionary of African Christianity Biography, 
accessed January 15, 2017, http://www.dacb.org/stories/kenya/ajuoga_abednego1.html. The Johera had a 
distinct political leaning against colonial authorities, and believed that the “settler-controlled Anglican state 
church” was a “pillar of colonial society.” Colonial authorities warned the Johera against identifying as a 
national church and thus registered in 1958 as the Church of Christ in Africa. The group had 50,000 
members by Kenyan independence in 1963. The Johera considered themselves more sincerely Anglican 
than the Anglican Church. They wanted to remain a part of the church and were removed from it while 
other revival groups wanted to leave and yet were persuaded to stay. See Peterson, Ethnic Patriotism, 147. 
The size of the Johera exodus was surpassed in 1963 when disaffected Roman Catholics broke from the 
Diocese of Kisii under the leadership of Luo prophetess Gaudencia Aoko and formed the Legio Maria 
(Legion of Mary). Ninety thousand Christians left the Catholic Church in that schism. By 1966, there were 
around 31 different separatist Luo churches registered with the Kenyan government. See Barrett, Schism 
and Renewal, 13–14. 
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against African clergy and missionary paternalism.53 The Johera, led by Ajuoga, and 
Revival Brethren, influenced by Bishop Olang’, clashed over differing interpretations of 
Christianity’s core beliefs. Olang’ and the Revival Brethren emphasized salvation by the 
blood of Christ while Ajuoga and the Johera emphasized the love of God. Ajuoga was 
opposed to separatism and wanted to keep his movement within the Anglican Church.54 
Each believed his movement was the “true” revival within the church, and relations 
between them were deeply strained. The Archbishop of Canterbury declined an appeal on 
behalf of the Johera and Ajuoga was told to submit to Archbishop Beecher, and, by 
extension, to Olang’. Ajuoga refused on the basis that Beecher and other Anglican 
authorities did not act in true Christian love. In September 1957, colonial authorities were 
called in for reinforcement, and all Johera groups banned. Ajuoga led an exodus of 
16,000 Luo Anglicans and 130 congregations from the Anglican Church. The schism 
resulted in inter-Christian violence, and 25 churches were destroyed or ruined.55  
Amid the ecclesiastical confusion, Barrett received conflicting information about 
the nature of his work in Kisii. He was the only CMS missionary doing pastoral work 
alongside five Luo clergy. George Grimshaw—Secretary of the Overseas Visitors 
                                                 
53 Anderson, African Reformation, 151. 
 
54 Ajuoga claimed he wanted to stay in the church and that Olang’s faction wanted to leave. 
Olang’, however, claimed that he did not want to leave the Anglican Church. Olang’ thought the Johera 
wanted to leave the church because the movement’s leaders wanted more attention, not because of any 
specific point of doctrine. Olang’ claimed involvement in the revival but advocated for the unity of the 
church. See Olang’, Autobiography, 34. 
  
55 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 12–13. At the time, Barrett and others in the Anglican Church 
thought the Johera split was a localized occurrence. It was not until Barrett’s studies in New York that he 
realized schismatic movements just like it had happened all over Africa. Had they known how universal a 
phenomenon it was, they might have handled it differently. See Barrett, Schism and Renewal, xvii.  
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Department of the CMS in London—advised Barrett to avoid administrative work and 
not own a car. He also recommended that Barrett avoid involvement with the “strife of 
the church” related to the schismatic groups.56 He suggested that Barrett live simply and 
make deep connections with a select few Africans in Jesus-and-the-twelve-disciples kinds 
of relationships.57 However, the diocesan personnel in Africa—including Archbishop 
Beecher and Bishop Olang’—held that the CMS London office was out of touch with 
African life and wrote off Grimshaw’s recommendations. They told Barrett he must 
travel by car in support of Luo pastors in the South and work to heal the breach caused by 
the revival—all while enforcing the Anglican Church’s authority and discipline. 
Grimshaw, however, claimed it was, in fact, the diocesan office that was out of touch 
with Africans, who hindered “the growth of an indigenous church by the present 
enforcement of discipline, accomplishing nothing.”58 Barrett wanted to try Grimshaw’s 
“new” approach for at least 6–12 months: “I’m not at all worried on the score of authority 
… I’m quite prepared to resist the heavy pressure which the Diocesan authorities will 
                                                 
56 David Barrett to Max Warren, September 25, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. It was not exactly clear from the correspondence what Grimshaw meant by “avoid the strife of the 
church.” Grimshaw was a supporter of African initiated Christianity. Perhaps he advised Barrett to be 
sympathetic to schismatic movements but not get personally involved. 
 
57 David Barrett to Max Warren, September 25, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
58 David Barrett to Max Warren, September 24, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. Barrett wrote in his diary: “He [Grimshaw] completely writes off the diocesan authorities approach 
– mad journeyings, enforcing authority, communities, etc. … His idea for Kisii – no car, avoid all admin, 
refuse to get drawn into church dissensions; talk in Luo to make deep contact, take 3 or 4 lay readers or 
tour on foot or by bus for 8 or 4 weeks, just like the 12.” David Barrett, Desk Diary 1957, September 24, 
1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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bring to bear to get me to accept their pattern.”59 The diocesan officials in Kisii operated 
in the “older style” of missions—a mission-station approach—from which Grimshaw and 
Barrett wanted to move away. Barrett wanted to transcend conventional patterns of 
mission and thus chose to ignore the advice of Beecher and Olang’.60 In siding with a 
newer style of missions, Barrett also sided with the new, growing African separatist 
movements against the institutionalized, British, Anglican Church. 
Work in Kisii was lonely and isolated for Barrett. He spent mornings reading the 
Bible, letters, missionary literature, and engaging in language study. In the afternoons, he 
performed visitations and in the evenings attended meetings of various kinds.61 In his 
annual letter of 1959, he described a series of failed ministry efforts to reach post-
Christian African youth in the township. He had no progress winning them back to belief 
in Jesus or implementing various kinds of Christian programming. There was still a great 
separation between white Christians and what he called “revival Christians”—Luo who 
followed indigenous African Christianity. After two years of service, Barrett was 
                                                 
59 David Barrett to Max Warren, September 25, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
60 Barrett received a letter in October 1957 from a missionary in Nigeria. Upon hearing Barrett’s 
situation—caught between mission and diocese—he encouraged Barrett to follow his instinct: “Everywhere 
I go I feel more than ever convicted of our need for a new kind of missionary priest doing a different and 
much more spiritual kind of work. I would urge you to make this your aim.” Yet, at the same time, he 
warned Barrett against being too revolutionary, too quickly: “You might well achieve your aim more 
effectively and accomplish more general good by being patient than by starting off as a revolutionary. I 
think most of the men and women who have done creative things in missionary work have begun in the 
traditional pattern and from within that gradually broken away and launched new experiments.” The 
missionary encouraged Barrett to seek compromise and stick to his assigned tasks. [no name] to David 
Barrett, October 7, 1957, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. Barrett’s decision to disagree 
with Olang’ haunted him later in life, when Olang’ became Archbishop of the Anglican Church of Kenya 
in 1970. See discussion below on the Unit of Research, Barrett’s research center in Nairobi.  
 
61 David Barret, “Prayer letter no. 8,” Easter 1960, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
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disappointed that his only progress consisted of building an inter-racial congregation of 
blacks and whites and successfully working alongside African revival Christians. Barrett 
had difficulty persuading revival Christians to accept any new teaching that looked 
anything like European or Western Christianity because they were devoted to their 
indigenous experiences of Jesus.62 Barrett’s missionary task was to overcome divisions 
between the two groups because he saw revivalists as authentically Christian, and even 
called them “brothers.”63 He stated, “We have found that God rewards ‘colourblind’ co-
operation richly.”64 Also at this time, the Anglican Church moved in the direction of 
having all African nationals in overseas dioceses’ hierarchies. 
Barrett described some difficulties during his first missionary tour in Nyanza: 
 
During my time in South Nyanza (1957–61), our major problem was that Anglicans 
formed only a scattered diaspora church, surrounded by a number of other churches 
with very strong membership (Roman Catholics, Seventh-day Adventists, 
Lutherans, Pentecostals, and various separatist churches). All of these latter groups 
had far greater resources in money and personnel than we had. There was also the 
grave difficulty that in 1957 we had no such advantage as you now have of an 
episcopal commission to determine policy. Consequently, when a disaffected SDA 
parish approached me in 1958 wanting to become Anglicans, primarily in order to 
get a primary school, I was advised by our archdeacon to receive them. This we in 
fact did, although subsequently it proved to be a thorn in the flesh because we were 
at that time purely a Luo church with Luo hymn books, prayer books, etc. This type 
of expediency in the absence of any clear policy is not at all satisfactory.65 
 
                                                 
62 David B. Barrett, “Annual Letter 1959, C.M.S. Kisii,” David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
63 Ibid. 
 
64 Ibid. 
 
65 David Barrett to Rev. T. P. Challis, May 22, 1974, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
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Barrett desired to use his scientific training in missions. He lived in a remote area 
with hardly any technology, a very different situation than his time at Clare College and 
the British Royal Aircraft Establishment (RAE). Perhaps he was not sufficiently 
challenged intellectually in his ministry, or he felt he wasted many years of scientific 
training. At the same time, however, his missionary calling was to direct evangelization 
of unevangelized people, which was not his task in Kisii. It did not appear that this 
calling was satisfied in the slightest. These factors contributed to his desire for further 
education after his initial service in Kisii. He felt theologically inadequate for the future 
and contemplated furthering his education in contemporary theology in the modern 
world. He wrote to Bishop Stephen Neill: “After four years in an isolated pastoral 
situation confined mainly to one small area, I feel I need to do something entirely 
different for a time – to work in a stimulating team, to travel and see something of the 
rest of the world church, to live a less leisuredly and easy-going life than the Church here 
expects of us.”66 After 1961 Barrett’s ministry—indeed, his entire life—took a sharp turn 
toward his eventual career in studying the science of mission and world evangelization. 
Barrett wanted to attend a one-year program beginning in September 1962 at a 
well-known American seminary with a strong missionary emphasis and ecumenical 
outlook.67 Any study had to be at the service of the church in East Africa. He was initially 
interested in Christian communication in the modern world with special reference to 
                                                 
66 David Barrett to Stephen Neill, February 5, 1961, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
67 David Barrett to Stephen Neill, March 3, 1961, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. He preferred an American program over European because of his lack of German. 
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Africa since his work in Kisii leaned in that direction. He was expected to be one of the 
“audio-visual men” in the diocese but was appalled by the level of equipment, technique, 
and resources, especially compared to what was available in the United States.68 Barrett 
received conflicting advice on the content of his studies. Some colleagues suggested 
sociological training, while others suggested theology, philosophy, or linguistics.69 
Bishop Neill explicitly told Barrett: “The last thing I would wish for you would be 
sociological training! I fear that all you would learn would be an unintelligible jargon, 
and the habit of getting people to fill in endless and irrelevant questionnaires.”70 Despite 
warnings from his mentor, Barrett received a Ph.D. from Columbia University (1965) in 
religion, which he studied from a sociological perspective.71 
 
Union Theological Seminary and Columbia University 
In the personal statement for his Ph.D. application, Barrett expressed how he lived 
in two different spheres: scientific and theological. His background was in mathematics 
and engineering, and he had worked for four years at the Royal Aircraft Establishment 
                                                 
68 David Barrett to Bishop [no name], May 11, 1961, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. He sent out various inquiries to universities to ask about their masters and doctoral-level programs 
in communications, including Syracuse University (New York) and the University of London. 
 
69 David Barrett to Paul [no last name], May 6, 1961, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
70 Stephen Neill to David Barrett, April 27, 1961, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS.  
 
71 Barrett received an evaluation from the Church Missionary Society at the end of his four-year 
term (1957–1961). Overall the evaluation was positive, except in his relationships with fellow workers. 
Barrett tended to criticize fellow missionaries and at times upset national colleagues. He was 
“misunderstood” at the beginning of his service with his abrupt approach. At the same time, Barrett 
experienced a particularly difficult tour in a “rather lonely situation.” Church Missionary Society, Probation 
Form C, “Missionaries on Probation,” David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
  
169 
researching high-speed and supersonic flight. At the same time, he was a missionary 
working under an African bishop. He did not have the appropriate tools for proper 
research of African tribes and cultures. What he could do in partnership with African 
colleagues was based on guesswork. Mathematical and theological training seemed to be 
a poor fit. However, once he entered the Master of Sacred Theology (S.T.M.) program at 
Union Theological Seminary, they came together. He realized that religion could be 
studied academically, and even researched scientifically.72 
Lesslie Newbigin nominated Barrett for study at Union Theological Seminary in 
New York City, and he was offered placement in the S.T.M. program for the academic 
year 1962–1963.73 He received an Ecumenical Fellowship in the Program of Advanced 
Religious Studies to investigate Luo religion. He immediately found that the S.T.M. 
program was a “tremendous stimulus” for him. He discovered, for the first time, a 
relationship between his previous life in scientific work and his desired missionary 
vocation—Columbia University called it “the social scientific empirical study of 
religion.”74 Barrett thought the discipline opened very exciting possibilities in respect to 
the East Africa situation. He geared his studies toward mission in general and East Africa 
in particular. He kept up Luo and Swahili. He directly applied everything he learned to 
the work of the church. Through his studies, he saw himself as a different kind of 
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73 David Barrett to Mr. Taylor, February 20, 1962, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
74 David Barrett to Bishop [no name], March 18, 1963, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
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missionary—still with a pastoral presence, but now with a decisive orientation toward 
research.75 It was also at this time he felt God call him to doctoral work. Utilizing a 
scientific approach in religious research was a great concern for Barrett for many years, 
but he needed the professional credentials to pursue it further.  
The Church Missionary Society released Barrett for both his S.T.M. and Ph.D. 
degrees, even though he did not have much initial support for pursuing doctoral studies. 
CMS officials preferred that missionaries take only one year of leave for study and then 
immediately return to the field. However, this was not enough for Barrett. Upon his 
acceptance into the Ph.D. program in the Spring of 1963, he stated, “This represents the 
answer to my long-standing prayer to be able to use scientific training for the glory of 
God, and it has come to me with the force of a new missionary commissioning.”76 His 
academic activities enhanced his vocation as a missionary. The methods used in the 
social scientific study of religion were the same as those he employed while doing 
aircraft research at the RAE: data-gathering, analysis, developing hypotheses, and testing 
hypotheses.77 In New York, Barrett discovered how the apparently separate worlds of 
scientific research and Christian mission could be related.78 He called this field the 
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76 David Barrett to Bishop [no name], May 30, 1963, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
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“sociology of missions” and found that every course he took at Union and Columbia 
helped shape his understanding of this new field.79 When taught how to use mathematical 
models to represent the spread of epidemics or economics or political propaganda, Barrett 
saw how mathematical models could serve the mission of the church. 
The seeds were planted at Columbia for his future research ministry in Nairobi. In 
May 1963, he received a World Mission Newsletter from the Division of World Mission 
and Evangelism (DWME) of the World Council of Churches (WCC) that contained a 
section on Christian study centers. He highlighted the definition of such a center: 
“Christian centres for the study of other religions and of the interrelationships between 
religion and society.”80 The newsletter reported about a dozen such centers in existence 
and anticipated the number would double by 1970. The newsletter highlighted the 
importance of studying the relationship between religious and social institutions, as well 
as the application of sociology to religious concerns. Most of these study centers were 
specifically Christian institutions set up to effectively share the Christian message. The 
Central Committee of the WCC formally recognized the importance of research. Indeed, 
                                                 
79 David Barrett, “Prayer Partners’ Newsletter,” midsummer 1964, written from The Parish of 
Saint George, Guatemala City, Guatemala, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. It is 
possible that Barrett coined the phrase “sociology of missions.” Sociologist David R. Heise published an 
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just one year later, Barrett would undertake his first research project on Christianity in 
West Africa for the WCC. 
Barrett’s dissertation focused on new religious movements in sub-Saharan 
Africa.81 He composed a questionnaire on past and present religious practices and 
Christian missions. He administered the questionnaire to 103 of the 850 tribal groups in 
Africa, representing 54 million people. Each questionnaire consisted of 129 questions. 
The results were reduced to punched cards and fed into Columbia’s IBM 7094 computer. 
It took three weeks to prepare the data, and the computer produced the results on 500 
pages of printed tables. The data illustrated what factors had positive correlations with 
each religious movement queried. He expanded his socio-religious analysis to include 
Protestants and Catholics by the encouragement of his committee.  
 
Schism and Renewal in Africa 
Barrett’s 1968 book, Schism and Renewal in Africa—based on his doctoral 
dissertation—set him on the world stage as an expert in African religious movements. He 
was lauded for undertaking the most comprehensive, continent-wide study of African 
Independent Churches to date, but also heavily critiqued for his theory, method, and 
conclusion. Barrett estimated that there were seven million members of AICs in over 
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5,000 tribal groups, and that, together, these churches increased by 300,000 members a 
year.82 He predicted that the numerical strength of AICs would soon equal that of 
Protestants and Catholics in Africa. The purpose of the study was to uncover the 
underlying cause of African independent movements.83 “To what extent,” Barrett mused, 
“if at all, are these movements basically similar in origin and in expansion, wherein does 
the similarity lie, and what overall explanation does it imply?”84 The assumption that 
there was indeed only one root cause of independency shared among the wide variety of 
groups was immediately problematic.  
 
Definitions of Independency 
Barrett’s definition of “independency” was: 
The formation and existence within a tribe or tribal unit, temporarily or 
permanently, of any organized religious movement with a distinct name and 
membership, even as small as a single organized congregation, which claims the 
title Christian in that it acknowledges Jesus Christ as Lord, and which has either 
separated by secession from a mission church or an existing African independent 
church, or has been founded outside the mission churches as a new kind of religious 
entity under African initiative and leadership.85 
 
                                                 
82 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 3. 
 
83 Barrett’s statement of the problem: “To what extent these bodies represent unrelated and 
autonomous religious changes, the products of exceptional and unique circumstances and personalities 
which are complete explained by local and regional factors, and whose further expansion is therefore 
largely unpredictable; or to what extent they are explicable, and therefore predictable, in terms of common 
sociological categories based on their particular social contexts and histories.” Barrett, Schism and 
Renewal, 5–6. That is, the driving research question was: Is it possible to develop an overall theory to 
account for the phenomenon of independency all over Africa?  
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The dependent variable in Barrett’s study was the presence of independency 
within a tribe. Thus, Barrett needed a narrower definition of “independency” for his 
statistical study to make cross-cultural measurements and comparison. For the study, 
independent churches could be formed by the secession of a large group of people from 
one church to form a new church organization as well as by individuals leaving different 
churches to form a separate body.86 
Barrett was not the first to study independency in Africa, nor did his 
understanding of independency align perfectly with other interpretations. Bengt Sundkler 
(1908–1995) wrote the first regional study of AICs and set the standard for all subsequent 
studies with Bantu Prophets in South Africa.87 Sundkler was a missionary with the 
Lutheran Church of Sweden in Zululand, specifically, Natal.88 He identified two main 
types of AICs: Ethiopian and Zionist. Wesleyan minister Mangena M. Mokone (1851–
1931) founded the first Ethiopian church in 1892. Mokone was motivated by the racial 
segregation he experienced in the church, with one conference for Europeans and another 
for Africans.89 The new church was named the “Ethiopian Church,” based on Psalm 
68:31, “Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God” (KJV). Missionaries used 
this passage to encourage the evangelization of Africa, but Mokone saw it as a call for a 
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87 Bengt G. M. Sundkler, Bantu Prophets in South Africa, 2nd ed. (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1961). First published in 1948. See also, Anderson, “Types and Butterflies,” 107–113. 
 
88 See Eric J. Sharpe, “The Legacy of Bengt Sundkler,” International Bulletin of Missionary 
Research 25, no. 2 (April 2001): 58–63. 
 
89 Sundkler, Bantu Prophets, 39. See also J. A. Millard, “Mokone, Mangena Maake,” Dictionary 
of African Christian Biography, accessed January 20, 2017, 
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self-governing African church.90 The Ethiopian movement stood for the restoration of 
tribal life and political and cultural autonomy. Zionist churches began with the Christian 
Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion, founded in the United States in 1896 by John 
Alexander Dowie.91 The church focused on divine healing and impending second coming 
of Jesus Christ. They sent missionaries to South Africa and baptized 27 Africans by full 
immersion in 1904. The missionaries encountered Pentecostal/Apostolic Faith 
missionaries soon after, received the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and re-named their 
church the Zion Apostolic Church, from which numerous Zionist churches emerged.92 
Zionist churches were led by charismatic leaders, emphasized faith-healing, received 
revelation through dreams, and practiced full immersion baptism. Sundkler’s typology of 
African Independent Churches became the standard: Zionist/spiritual churches and 
Ethiopian/African churches.93 
In the 1960s, Harold Turner (1911–2002) made a further distinction between 
“Ethiopian” AICs and what he called “prophet-healing” types of AICs.94 He described 
Ethiopian churches similarly to Sundkler: orthodox in doctrine, worship, and polity, and 
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imitative of Western churches but spiritually independent from them.95 In Turner’s 
analysis, the prophet-healing type was united in certain theological criteria. They 
centered on one supreme God who worked through the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Members received the baptism of the Holy Spirit and placed great value on visions, 
dreams, the gifts of tongues, and other expressions of the Spirit.96 Further, prophet-
healing movements rejected the spiritual pantheism of traditional African religion and 
embraced a this-worldly view of salvation. These churches were “Zionist” in southern 
Africa (Sundkler), but “aladura” in West Africa among the Yoruba, where Turner 
experienced them. Turner found that the term “Zionist” was too closely associated with 
AICs in southern Africa to be appropriately used in the West African setting, and thus 
coined the “prophet-healing” type.97 
Marthinus Daneel (b. 1936) lived among and researched the Shona people of 
southern Africa in the 1960s–1990s. Following the work of Sundkler, Turner, and others, 
in the 1970s Daneel developed the typology of “Spirit-type” and “Ethiopian-type” of 
AICs.98 Zionism spread among the southern Shona in the 1920s and the Apostolic 
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97 Ibid., 100. For more on Aladura churches in West Africa, see Harold W. Turner, History of an 
African Independent Church, 2 vols. (Glasgow: Oxford University Press, 1967). David Barrett 
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Christianity and Mission, “Old & New in Shona Religion,” accessed January 20, 2017, 
http://sites.bu.edu/shonareligion/. The site includes a database of Daneel’s photos, video, and writings. 
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movement in the 1930s.99 Spirit-type churches, like Zionist and prophet-healing 
movements, emphasized the inspiration and revelation of the Holy Spirit. They were 
related to Mt. Zion in Jerusalem or the apostles of Christ.100 Leaders of both Spirit and 
Ethiopian churches created close-knit communities that followed customary behaviors 
and rituals, like baptism in the “Jordan River” or practicing faith-healing. The 
manifestation of the Spirit occurred in many ways, such as through sermons, prophetic 
revelations, and the gift of tongues.101 Sundkler’s Ethiopian movement held the most 
reactionary sentiments against the West with its “Africa for the Africans” slogan, but in 
Rhodesia among the Shona, it was the Spirit-type churches, not the Ethiopian churches, 
that protested the strongest against the West.102 
Barrett’s predecessors and contemporaries who studied AICs performed regional, 
local studies of the phenomena among specific tribal groups: Sundkler among the Zulu, 
Turner among the Yoruba, and Daneel among the Shona. Similarly, Barrett could have 
produced a monograph on the Luo of Western Kenya. Instead, he took a continental 
approach to independency. Although his initial experience was localized with the Luo, he 
enlarged his thinking about AICs to develop a general theory of independency. He 
hypothesized that there was a single, root cause for why these movements emerged. 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
99 Shona independency did not occur before this time. Daneel, Old and New, I:285. Moses 
Makamba and Mtisi, David Masuka, Andreas Shoko, and Samuel Mutendi introduced the Zionist 
movement. See Daneel, Old and New, 287. 
 
100 Ibid., 285. The names of Spirit-type churches reflected this emphasis, with words like “Zion,” 
“Apostolic,” “Moriah,” “African Apostolic,” “of Christ,” and others. 
 
101 Ibid., 347. 
 
102 Ibid., 349. 
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Overall, he was praised for the comprehensiveness of his study but severely critiqued for 
the attempt.  
Turner was strongly against Barrett’s endeavor to arrive at a general theory of 
independency. He read the manuscript of Schism and Renewal while Barrett tried to find 
a publisher.103 Turner was especially critical of the claims made by the book: “Whatever 
your files say no one is going to believe that you can speak with any knowledge of ‘some 
thousand such movements still remaining within those churches.’”104 He was incredulous 
that any single person could have done “fieldwork” in 300 tribes in two years. He 
                                                 
103 Unfortunately, the letter from Turner to Barrett with details of Turner’s critique appeared to be 
lost. See David Barrett to Harold Turner, July 9, 1967; Harold Turner to David Barrett, November 26, 
1967; and David Barrett to Harold Turner, November 28, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. Barrett also sent the manuscript of Schism and Renewal to African theologian John Mbiti at 
Makerere University College in Kampala, Uganda. Copies also went to sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein 
at Columbia University; Anglican theologian and missionary Douglas Webster; Bishop Stephen Neill; 
mission historian Andrew Walls; and historian of religion Vittorio Langernari. See David Barrett to John 
Mbiti, February 1, 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS.  
Barrett had trouble finding a publisher for the book. Columbia University Press rejected it because 
they thought it was better-suited for a church-related, not university-related, press (Henry H. Wiggins, 
Assistant Director of Columbia University Press to David Barrett, June 6, 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 
1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS). However, his advisors at Columbia told him that the manuscript was not 
suitable for a church-related press because it was too technical in nature, and that he should seek a social 
science publisher (David Barrett to Henry H. Wiggins, June 26, 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS). This interaction pointed toward a long road of Barrett intertwining the church and scientific 
worlds. Although Barrett himself found a way to mix the two in his personal and professional lives, the 
world around him appeared not as readily able to see how the two could come together, or which box 
Barrett fit best. In fact, Columbia University Press was interested in the first draft of Barrett’s manuscript, 
which was more strictly scientific, sociological, and closer to his Ph.D. dissertation. However, the second 
draft had a more theological basis, which he mused also pushed him out of the university press. He 
expressed to his mentor, Stephen Neill, “Maybe I was unwise to mix the two.” (David Barrett to Stephen 
Neill, June 27, 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS.) In September 1967, Barrett 
received the news that Oxford University Press, Nairobi, accepted the manuscript (Jonathan Kariara, 
Manager of OUP Eastern Africa to David Barrett, September 11, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–
1985, CSGC, GCTS). He accepted this offer, not because it was the only one he received—he turned down 
offers from Yale University Press and Northwestern University Press—but because he wanted to publish it 
locally in Nairobi due to the complexity of the manuscript with dozens of tables, maps, and graphs. Barrett 
had a previous positive experience with OUP Nairobi and the local Kenyan printers, mostly because they 
had fewer manuscripts to handle simultaneously (David Barrett to Canon Taylor, July 2, 1968, David B. 
Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS). 
 
104 David Barrett to Harold Turner, November 26, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
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expressed skepticism that the phenomenon Barrett described was unique in “the whole 
history of religious movements,” and questioned Barrett’s familiarity with that global 
history.105 Barrett felt Turner had attacked his central thesis and that if people read the 
book thoroughly, they would understand his motivation, methods, and arguments.106 
Daneel found that Barrett put too much emphasis on the role of missionaries in 
the rise of African independency.107 AICs did split off mission churches, and that was an 
important part of their stories, but Daneel argued that Barrett over-emphasized breaking 
away as a form of protest against the limitations of mission churches.108 Many AICs 
indeed were protest movements, and they did, as Barrett said, respond to the weaknesses 
of mission churches in not fully realizing African cultural dimensions. Daneel stated that 
Barrett’s findings in Schism and Renewal were preoccupied with the faults of the mission 
over the initiative of the Africans. Daneel’s most significant critique of Barrett’s analysis 
was that it overlooked the creativity of Africans in their methods of outreach. Daneel saw 
                                                 
105 Turner signed this letter, “So now I have probably ‘ruined a beautiful friendship’ but it has 
been said.” Harold Turner to David Barrett, November 26, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
106 David Barrett to Harold Turner, November 28, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
107 Daneel sent Barrett his first letter in November 1967, right after he finished his doctoral 
dissertation at the Free University of Amsterdam. See M.L. Daneel to David Barrett, November 17, 1967, 
David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS; Marthinus Daneel, in discussion with the author, 
October 16, 2016. See also Marthinus L. Daneel, “African Initiated Churches in Southern Africa: Protest 
Movements or Mission Churches?” in Christianity Reborn: The Global Expansion of Evangelicalism in the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Donald M. Lewis (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2004). 
 
108 Barrett might have agreed with this critique. He stated in a letter to Turner, “In fact, 
missionaries (especially linguistic ones) and Bible society personnel emerge as the heroes of my particular 
study, since it was and is they and they alone who have provided the AICs with the instruments for 
indigenizing the Faith.” See David Barrett to Harold Turner, November 28, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 
1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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African creativity in his work because he studied in depth, and he thought Barrett missed 
the creativity in his study of breadth.109 
Barrett thought that generalizations naturally came under fire from scholars who 
knew a lot about a specific region or movement but did little theorizing about how their 
movement fit with a greater whole. Despite critiques, Barrett still thought it was worth 
the attempt at a general theory.110 If Barrett had only produced a monograph on the Luo, 
he perhaps would not have attempted a mammoth book like the WCE. 
 
Barrett’s Method of Investigation 
Barrett’s initial understanding of African independence movements, as it arose 
from the literature, saw these groups as “schismatic reaction[s]” to the foreign missionary 
enterprise: “Due to their inadequate understanding of traditional African society, 
missions had inadvertently attacked certain elements in that society crucial to its 
existence, but concerning which biblical faith was silent. When this discrepancy between 
the missionary and the biblical positions became widely known, the reaction began.”111 
However, as Barrett’s analysis progressed, he realized a more nuanced picture: 
                                                 
109 Marthinus Daneel, in discussion with the author, October 16, 2016. Daneel provided the 
example of the Zion Christian Church (ZCC) in Southern Africa. The ZCC developed as a mission church, 
not in reaction against white missionaries. African missionaries established it by migrating south to north, 
not as a movement of schism nor renewal. Daneel valued Barrett’s work because it helped legitimize AICs 
to Western Christians, but at the same time, he thought Barrett’s estimates for AICs in the WCE were way 
too high. 
 
110 David Barrett to Harold Turner, July 9, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, Center for 
the Study of Global Christianity, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
111 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 7. 
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“Independency and movements within the churches now began to be seen not primarily 
as a negative reaction to mission, but in the most positive sense understood by the 
participants themselves: as movements of renewal attempting to create genuinely 
indigenous Christianity on African soil.”112 His thinking shifted from AICs as a 
reactionary phenomenon to a more positive phenomenon of renewal. 
The foundation of the study was Barrett’s experience of the Johera schism from 
the Anglican Church. The Johera was Barrett’s first introduction to AICs and the example 
with which he was most familiar. The case of the Johera informed Barrett’s entire study 
of African independence movements. Barrett reviewed the literature on African religion 
to uncover explanatory material for independency. He also constructed a data matrix of 
the social history of religion in a representative sample of tribes.113 Statistical analysis of 
these data revealed 18 factors linked with contemporary independency, but also informed 
the spread of independency in the last 100 years as well as predictions for the future.114 
The 18-variable scale was an index of propensity to independency, socio-religious 
pressure for a tribe to secede, and a tribe’s ripeness for schism. Barrett framed the index 
as a measurement of “tribal zeitgeist,” defined as “the socio-religious climate of opinion 
                                                 
112 Ibid. 
 
113 Ibid. The basic unit of the study was the tribe-within-country. For example, the Luo of Kenya 
and the Luo of Tanganyika were considered two different tribes. Barrett’s tribal taxonomy was adapted 
from George P. Murdock, Africa: Its Peoples and their Culture History (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959). 
The 853 names of tribes included in his analysis were from Murdock’s classification. Murdock’s definition 
of a tribe was, “any group of people numerically larger than the community to which members of an 
extended kinship group belong, often with a common name, language, culture and territory.” George P. 
Murdock, Outline of Cultural Materials, 4th ed. rev. (New Haven, CT: Human Relations Area Files, 1965), 
619. 
 
114 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 7. 
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favouring independency, protest or renewal in a given tribe at a given time.”115 The 
“tribal zeitgeist” was the total number of positive answers to the following 18 questions: 
A. In traditional culture 
1. Is this a Bantu tribe? 
2. Is it over 115,000 in population? 
3. Is polygyny general or common, and not limited? 
B. In traditional religion 
4. Is the ancestor-cult important? 
5. Is there an earth goddess? 
C. In the colonial period 
6. Did colonial rule arrive more than 100 years ago? 
7. Have white settlers occupied tribal land? 
8. Is the national per capita income over £25 (US $70) per year? 
D. In the missionary period 
9. Did the missions arrive more than 60 years ago? 
10. Have scripture portions in the vernacular been published? 
11. Has the New Testament been published? 
12. Has the Bible been published? 
13. Was the New Testament published more than 60 years ago? 
14. Is Protestant missionary density in the nation more than 22 
ordained missionaries per million population? 
E. In the current period 
15. Are Muslims in the nation less than 50%? 
16. Are Protestants in the tribe 20% or over? 
17. Are Catholics in the tribe 20% or over? 
18. Is there independency in any physically adjoining tribe?116 
 
With 0–5 factors present the zeitgeist was absent; with 6–7, marginal; 8–12, under strain; 
and 13–18, inevitable. Of the 336 tribes in the sample, 84 were low on the scale, 90 were 
                                                 
115 Ibid., 110. 
 
116 Ibid., 109. 
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medium-low, 131 were medium-high, and 32 were high.117 The scale proved to be a very 
good predictor of both the emergence and growth of independency.118  
 
Results of Barrett’s Study 
Barrett concluded that the “root cause” of African independence movements was 
a “failure in love” on the part of Western Christian missionaries.119 Throughout the 
history of Christian mission in Africa, there had been many missionaries who lived close 
to the people and deeply understood African cultures. However, this was the exception 
rather than the rule. Barrett’s historical research—and personal experience—showed that 
most missionaries in Africa did not study their tribes in depth. Missionaries directly 
attacked numerous aspects of African cultures and worldviews. With the availability of 
scripture in the vernacular, indigenous people made the connection between biblical and 
traditional African worldviews. Africans became disaffected with the realization that 
apparently Western missionaries had withheld from them true Christianity.120 The 
missionaries lacked the ability to share and sympathize with Africans, resulting in their 
failure among many tribes. Barrett described three dimensions of the missionary failure 
to love: (1) failure to practice philadelphia, or brotherly love, deprecated traditional 
                                                 
117 Ibid., 111. 
 
118 Ibid., 110; J.D.Y. Peel, “Book Review: Schism and Renewal in Africa,” Sociology 4, no. 2 
(1970): 250. 
 
119 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 154. 
 
120 Ibid., 154. This was also the core of Lamin Sanneh’s later analysis of the growth of Christianity 
in Africa. See Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message: Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1989). 
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African ways; (2) the lack of love led to a failure to understand Africanism, the whole 
African traditional complex; and (3) by failing to understand Africanism, missionaries 
failed to draw parallels between African and biblical life.121 
Barrett interpreted independency as a negative reaction to a lack of love on the 
part of missionaries. He also developed a positive interpretation by considering AICs as 
authentic renewal movements within the church.122 African reforms were rooted in 
vernacular scripture, infused with African culture, and, according to Barrett, emphasized 
traditional African values such as brotherly love. From these areas emerged uniquely 
African theology, centered on communal life. 
 
Critique of Schism and Renewal 
Barrett’s “lack of love” conclusion was entirely separate from his statistical 
analysis of the “tribal zeitgeist.” It appeared that missionary Barrett arrived at the “lack of 
love” conclusion somewhat separately from the research of sociologist Barrett.123 Socio-
political explanations for schism were popular in missiological circles but did not stand 
the test of time. Although some of the earliest AICs developed as schisms from 
missionary churches, by the year 2000, most AICs had not.124 
                                                 
121 Barrett, Schism and Renewal, 154–155. 
 
122 Ibid., 161. 
 
123 Peel, “Review: Schism,” 250. 
 
124 Allan Anderson, “A ‘Failure in Love?’ Western Missions and the Emergence of African 
Initiated Churches in the Twentieth Century,” Missiology: An International Review XXIX, no. 3 (July 
2001): 278–279, 285. He concluded that “in all probability” there was indeed a “failure in love” on the part 
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Barrett’s assumption that there could be a “root cause” to independency 
undermined the diversity of the movements themselves and treated them as if they were 
united in some way. Further, his development of independency was evolutionary, not 
historical. Determinants for independency were the same across space and time despite 
the great varieties of space and time in which they occurred. Anthropologist J.D.Y. Peel 
asserted that Barrett’s conclusion fit the Luo case particularly well and that it seemed as 
if Barrett made a general explanation from one specific case.125 Indeed, the main critique 
that Matthew Ajuoga and the Johera movement launched against the Anglican Church 
was the same reason Barrett cited as the root cause of independency in Africa—a lack of 
missionary love and understanding. His experience of the Johera schism strongly 
influenced his understanding of AICs across Africa.  
Despite the weaknesses of Barrett’s study of AICs, he became widely known as 
an expert in religious movements in Africa. Barrett became head of the newly-founded 
Unit of Research of the Church of the Province of Kenya in 1965 by invitation of 
Archbishop Beecher. The founding of the Unit of Research launched Barrett’s new career 
as a widely-traveled missionary-researcher. The history of the Unit pointed to tensions of 
decolonization in Kenya and conflict between white missionaries and black African 
church leaders.   
 
                                                                                                                                                 
of Western missions. However, many different factors contributed to the rise of AICs. Anderson called 
these factors “multiple, complex, and idiosyncratic.”  
 
125 Peel, “Review: Schism,” 251. 
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The Unit of Research of the Church of the Province of Kenya 
The Unit of Research, Barrett’s headquarters in Nairobi, struggled with authorities 
of the Church of the Province of Kenya (CPK) throughout its 20-year existence (1965–
1985). The tensions between the Unit and the CPK illustrated Barrett’s larger struggle as 
a British missionary who sided with African independent movements. Barrett’s conflicts 
with the Unit demonstrated tensions in Kenya between white missionaries and an 
African-led Anglican Church. The core of the disagreement between Barrett and church 
leadership was the focus of the Unit’s research: Barrett was decisively global-focused, 
whereas the CPK wanted him to have a narrower, national focus.126 The CPK admired 
Barrett’s study of Anglicanism at the provincial and national levels. However, when his 
focus turned global, the nationalists in the Province interpreted Barrett’s actions as a turn 
away from the CPK.127 The disconnect became stronger over time and led to the Unit’s 
demise and Barrett’s departure from Kenya in 1985.128 
 
The Unit’s First Three Years: 1965–1968 
Barrett’s future in Kenya had been planned for him before he finished his doctoral 
work. CMS General Secretary John Taylor approached him in November 1964 with the 
                                                 
126 Emil Chandran (David Barrett’s successor at the Unit of Research), in conversation with the 
author, June 1, 2016. Skype.  
 
127 For example, Henry Okullu, Bishop of Maseno South, was an Africanist and a nationalist and 
actively fought against Barrett’s global research enterprise. However, Barrett felt that because he covered 
the whole globe in his research, including Kenya, then he indeed also served the CPK. 
 
128 Emil Chandran, in conversation with the author, June 1, 2016. Skype. 
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idea for the Unit of Research, set up by invitation of Archbishop Beecher.129 Beecher’s 
proposal licensed Barrett as Assistant Curate to the African vicar of St. John’s Church in 
Pumwani, Nairobi. This role provided him official pastoral responsibility in the diocese, 
largely among Luo people.130 He was also appointed Research Secretary of the new Unit 
                                                 
129 John Taylor (CMS General Secretary) to Steve F. Bayne (The National Council, Episcopal 
Church Center, New York, NY), January 8, 1965, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. The 
Province of East Africa included Kenya and Tanzania. Kenya and Tanzania separated into distinct 
provinces in 1970. Leonard Beecher was the first Archbishop of the Church of the Province of Kenya from 
1960 to 1970. John Taylor was Africa Secretary of the CMS from 1959–1962 and from 1963–1973 was 
CMS General Secretary, succeeding Max Warren. 
Units of research were popular in the 1970s and 1980s in the Anglican Communion. The CPK’s 
Unit of Research might have been unique in that Barrett extended its research to include the entire Christian 
world, plus other religions. The Protestant Episcopal Church USA and the Anglican Church of Canada 
were the two primary financers of Barrett’s Unit of Research in Kenya, and both churches also had research 
departments. Both prioritized social science research to serve the church. The Protestant Episcopal Church 
USA’s General Convention established the General Division of Research and Field Study in 1949. The 
purpose of the division was to direct and supervise studies on the life and trends within the church in 
service of dioceses, parishes, and missions. The Division performed surveys of thousands of parishes, 
missions, dioceses, and missionary districts. It was one of the most knowledgeable groups within the 
church. See, Protestant Episcopal Church USA, The Living Church 142 (June 4, 1961): 11.  
The Unit of Research and Field Study of the Anglican Church of Canada submitted its first report 
to the General Synod in 1962. It was founded under the direction of Primate Howard Hewlett Clark (1959–
1970) out of a desire for the church to be more business-like. In the 1950s, clergy and church officials 
became aware that the programs they offered were not achieving their intended results. Grant stated, “No 
comparable overhaul of church procedures had taken place since the introduction of new methods of 
Christian education and missionary support during the last decades of the nineteenth century.” See John 
Webster Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 1998), 186. 
Thus, the Unit’s founding was in line with other Protestant modernization priorities of the church. The 
purpose of the Unit was “to utilize the latest techniques of social science to aid in planning for the work in 
the present and future.” See Alan Lauffer Hayes, Anglicans in Canada: Controversies and Identity in 
Historical Perspective (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2004), 154. The Unit’s first task was to 
gather statistical and demographic data for strategic planning. Its second task was to study the clergy 
sociologically. Hayes, Anglicans in Canada, 154. 
 
130 Barrett always did more than research as a missionary in Kenya. Upon his return to Nairobi 
after graduate work in New York, he was appointed as a half-time researcher and a half-time university 
chaplain. In 1964, he was nominated by Archbishop Beecher to the ecumenical chaplaincy with the post of 
Churches’ Chaplain to University College in Nairobi, which became the University of Nairobi in 1970, and 
oversaw the purchase and development of the chaplaincy center for students (See David Barrett, “Prayer 
Partners’ Newsletter,” Easter 1966, written from Nairobi, Kenya, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS). The chaplaincy center was a new kind of experimental ministry that took seriously 
laypeople in ministry who served as staff of the university (See David Barrett, “Prayer Partner’s 
Newsletter,” Christmas 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS). Barrett led services of 
nearly 500 students on a regular basis (David Barrett to Mrs. Eric A. Brady, Episcopal Church Women of 
Christchurch, Middletown, New Jersey, September 29, 1970, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS). He also served as secretary of the chaplaincy and starting in 1968, secretary of the new Christian 
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of Research.131 Barrett thought the Unit of Research should be an official research arm of 
the church, so he would not simply be an individual attached to an academic institution. 
He preferred to be connected to the church and thus involve the church in the research 
process. He stated, “I am really looking forward to this job – it will combine so many 
worthwhile things, and with such considerations as Africa’s zeal for higher education, the 
enormous growth of Africa studies at European and American universities, and the like, I 
think we will have a very creative opportunity for mission.”132 In 1964, Barrett also 
accepted an invitation from Lesslie Newbigin and the World Council of Churches for a 
West Africa study, which became the Unit’s first research project.133 
The Unit of Research was officially founded in July 1965 for research, study, and 
communication on problems of religion in society in East Africa and beyond.134 It had a 
special interest in Christianity, evangelization, ecumenical relations, and church 
                                                                                                                                                 
Student Leadership Centre. Barrett told Archbishop Beecher that since 1965 he and his colleagues had 
spent a considerable amount of time and energy toward the goal of Kenyanization of the chaplaincy. By 
1975 Barrett was in an advisory role over African Christian students serving at the university (David 
Barrett to the Archbishop of Kenya, November 6, 1975, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS). Barrett enjoyed the combination of university chaplaincy and research: “The combination of 
university work and research places me firmly in a sphere of mission greater than I have ever had before. 
Quite apart from the usual openings for evangelism afforded by rubbing shoulders with non-Christians, I 
often talk about some research subject…with non-Christian academics who are not interested…in 
Christianity but are extremely interested in the problem posed. Consequently we can talk about the Gospel 
in a way they would otherwise certainly not entertain” (David Barrett, “CMS Annual Letter 1967,” August 
1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS). 
 
131 Barrett chose the name “Unit of Research” and the title, “Research Secretary.” See David 
Barrett to Canon Taylor, November 4, 1964, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
132 David Barrett to Canon Taylor, December 8, 1964, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
133 Lesslie Newbigin to David Barrett, November 12, 1964, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. See below for more on this project. 
 
134 Its office was located at 606 Church House, Government Road, Nairobi. See Unit of Research, 
“Annual Report July 1965–June 1966,” David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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growth.135 The purpose of the Unit of Research was “to serve the Church of the Province 
of East Africa, together with other churches and Christian Councils, with respect to the 
particular contribution that can be made by research in the social and allied sciences.”136 
The Unit was primarily concerned with the sociological study of religion and its relation 
to the churches of East Africa. It was a decisively Anglican body at its founding, 
although it fostered relationships with other churches and universities.137 The Unit 
produced 18 publications in its first three years.138  
One major initiative of the Unit’s first year was to establish positive relationships 
with other groups. The Unit made connections with groups inside Kenya, such the 
National Christian Council of Kenya, and with East African groups such as the 
Association of East African Theological Colleges and the University of East Africa. They 
also made connections with African Independent Churches, the Roman Catholic Church, 
and research centers in other parts of the world like the Institute of Church Growth 
(Pasadena, California) and the International Federation of Institutes for Social and Socio-
Religious Research (Louvain, Belgium). The Unit justified connections outside of East 
                                                 
135 David Barrett, “Unit of Research, Nairobi: Secretary for Research, the Rev. David B. Barrett,” 
no date, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
136 Unit of Research, “Annual Report July 1965–June 1966,” David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
137 David Barrett to [no name] Spencer (Director of Documentary Services, ISS/FERES) October 
18, 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
138 “Provincial Unit of Research/Evangelical Research Centre; Brief Documentation of 
Development 1965–79,” no date, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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Africa by arguing the necessity of comparative research studies.139 In the Unit’s second 
year, it forged relationships with 75 other research organizations. Most were church-
sponsored, and one-third were Protestant, and two-thirds were Catholic. One-quarter of 
them were in Africa, and all were interested in empirical research and its implications for 
the church.140 
The Unit of Research was technically owned, operated, and funded by the CPK 
but its identity aligned with the academic world and other professional bodies. The 
second annual report stated, “A major aspect of the Unit’s rationale is that the closest 
possible relations should be maintained with the academic world and all professional 
bodies in order to keep the standard of its work as high as possible.”141 Scholars received 
Unit reports for evaluation and critique across a variety of disciplines, including 
historians, sociologists, theologians, missiologists, and economists. The Unit prioritized 
academic connections in distinctly Christian language: “In this way our research is kept 
firmly under the control of the truth. Since Christ is Himself the Truth, we believe the 
Church has nothing whatever to fear from the truth in all its aspects, pleasant and 
unpleasant. Often during this past year He has revealed some aspect of the truth about the 
Church and our membership in it through a non-practicing Christian who may be a 
sociologist or other specialist not directly related to the Church; the question then has 
                                                 
139 Unit of Research, “Annual Report July 1965–June 1966,” David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
140 Unit of Research, “Annual Report for Second Year of Operation, July 1966–June 1967,” David 
B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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been whether we are willing to hear and obey this voice of God.”142 Employees of the 
Unit felt little tension as confessional Christians working in academic contexts.  
Although nestled within the Anglican Church, the Unit was always in the context 
of a deep-seated ecumenism. In the Unit’s third year, it made contacts with most of the 80 
Protestant churches in East Africa, with many of the 200 African Independent Churches, 
as well as several Roman Catholic dioceses. The annual report stated, “It is quite clear 
that co-operation in religious, socio-religious and theological research is providing a quite 
new sphere of ecumenical dialogue, and one which … promises to be an exceptionally 
fruitful one.”143 Its personnel also reflected its ecumenism. In 1969, Barrett, the Anglican 
Secretary of Research, was joined by Catholic, Methodist, and Mennonite workers. By its 
third year, in addition to expanding its ecumenical outlook, the Unit also emphasized its 
inter-religious work. They made contacts with Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Jain, and other 
religious leaders who helped them understand non-Christian situations in Kenya and 
beyond.144 
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in Africa.” Minutes on the first meeting of the centre management committee, Church House, Nairobi, 
October 16, 1969, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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Funding of the Unit of Research 
Neither the Church of the Province of Kenya nor the Church Missionary Society 
provided extra funds separately from what Barrett received as a missionary.145 The Unit’s 
budget was essentially the same for the first three years.146 Most of the funds paid the 
salaries of staff such as its secretary, research associate, and research assistants. There 
were also costs for literature, travel, rent, office supplies, and external audits.147 Barrett 
was considered an employee of the CPK as a missionary. CMS money granted to the 
CPK covered his travel and salary.   
The two main financial supporters of the Unit were the Protestant Episcopal 
Church USA (PECUSA) and the Anglican Church of Canada. The PECUSA pledged 
$100,000 between 1965 and 1969 and gave $10,000 in 1965.148 However, between 1965 
and 1970 the PECUSA provided quarterly grants of $2,500 and ultimately never met that 
$100,000 pledge. The PECUSA reduced its funding at the end of 1969, and Barrett fired 
two African colleagues and his secretary. He was only able to hire a part-time typist and 
cut in half the number of research projects underway, some that had already begun.149 
                                                 
145 John Taylor (CMS General Secretary) to David Barrett, December 10, 1964. David B. Barrett 
Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. Local support, such as a vehicle and travel funds, was provided by the 
CPK. 
 
146 Its total budget was KES 89,332, the equivalent of roughly £688 or $864.  
 
147 Unit of Research, “Minutes of the Finance Sub-Committee,” October 10, 1967, David B. 
Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
148 CMS Assistant Africa Secretary to David Barrett, March 16, 1965, David B. Barrett Papers 
1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
149 David Barrett to Sam [no last name], December 21, 1969, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
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Funds from the PECUSA steadily declined, and by 1977 the quarterly grants were 
$1,500. The Anglican Church of Canada provided quarterly installments of $1,250 from 
1971 to 1979. The third major donor was the Anglican Consultative Council, which 
provided an annual amount of UK £400 (USD $513). The Unit of Research would have 
next to nothing without the grants from the PECUSA and the Anglican Church of 
Canada.150 In the late 1970s, the grants from the PECUSA and Anglican Church of 
Canada were increasingly smaller. Neither wanted their funds to go to the ever-delayed 
World Christian Handbook project.151 In 1981, Barrett received more invoices for unpaid 
bills, threats of legal action from suppliers, and several letters with returned and bounced 
checks for insufficient funds. In July 1981, the Anglican Church of Canada officially 
stopped funding the Unit of Research. Barrett cut his staff in half and found cheaper and 
smaller premises to work.152 
                                                 
150 David Barrett to Rev. J. Murray MacInnes (Area Secretary for Africa, Anglican Church of 
Canada), March 27, 1976, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
151 See chapter 4 for a discussion of the WCH and why it was delayed. 
 
152 David Barrett to Samuel Wilson, October 12, 1981, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. Barrett was increasingly frustrated with the lack of funds provided to his research, 
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the Missions Advanced Research and Communications Center (MARC) and World Vision International 
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research. Despite many official and unofficial communications with WVI, Barrett stated that “over the 
entire period of 15 years not one cent has been made available” despite MARC’s $600,000 annual budget 
(David Barrett to Patrick Johnstone, October 19, 1981, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS). 
However, Dayton claimed that WVI had given over $80,000 worth of funds to the World Christian 
Handbook, plus the human resources to create a computer system that, by Barrett’s choosing, was never 
used. Barrett disliked the bureaucracy of WVI’s large organization and felt like it overlooked the small, 
independent researcher like himself. In Barrett’s opinion, his research was more important and valuable 
than WVI’s. Over the years, Barrett had several “potential donors” with whom he would spend a day or 
two meeting, provide a significant amount of information and data, and then leave empty-handed. See 
David Barrett to Bob Waymire January 4, 1982, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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Unit of Research Publications 
The main function of the Unit was to produce publications. Barrett was insistent 
that all publications of the Unit be as factual as possible and not offer recommendations. 
He wanted people to read Unit publications, “discover” facts, and then work out for 
themselves implications of those facts for their church or organization.153 Barrett wanted 
to avoid triumphalism in his research and writing even though he invested himself in the 
numerical advancement of Christianity. He received a critique of his 1970 article in the 
International Review of Mission to that effect. He responded, “The triumphalistic attitude 
you allude to is not one I hold at all, but if my attention to statistics gives the impression I 
do then I must certainly change some of the emphases. My position is not intended to be 
a theological or normative one, but a descriptive one – whether we like it or not, it seems 
as though this [the numerical advancement of Christianity in Africa] may happen. What 
to do about it is the question the paper attempts to raise.”154 The Unit of Research’s 
projects fell into three main categories: (1) basic research initiated by Unit staff; (2) 
specific projects undertaken in response to demand; and (3) consultative services to 
encourage or initiate new projects by other researchers.155  
                                                 
153 David Barrett, “Prayer Partner’s Newsletter,” Christmas 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–
1985, CSGC, GCTS. This was related to Barrett’s quest for objectivity. It was possible to present unbiased 
facts. 
 
154 David Barrett to Elliott [no last name], May 23, 1969, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
155 Unit of Research, “Annual Report July 1965–June 1966,” David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
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The Unit’s first publication was a survey of church growth and evangelism in 
West Africa, “The Evangelization of West Africa Today.”156 In 1964 Barrett was 
seconded to the Division of World Mission and Evangelism of the World Council of 
Churches for a four-month survey in West Africa. “The Evangelization of West Africa 
Today” was in partnership with the All Africa Council of Churches and Survey 
Application Trust supplied additional funds.157 The purpose of the study was to compile 
an overall view of the status of evangelization, church growth, and missions in West 
Africa, with emphasis on data collection and the interpretation of those data. The main 
research question in the study was why certain tribes and people became Christians while 
others did not.158 The basic unit of inquiry was the tribe, and the analysis brought 
together ethnography, demography, sociology, religious studies, and missiology.159 Much 
of the information supplied to the team of researchers was by missionaries.160 While he 
                                                 
156 David B. Barrett, James S. Lawson, and B.B. Ayam, “The Evangelization of West Africa 
Today: A Survey Across 21 Nations and 150 Tribes,” Yaoundé, Cameroon, Division of World Mission and 
Evangelism/All Africa Council of Churches, 1965. 
 
157 Barrett, Schism, v. As an English-speaking member of the team, Barrett traveled with James 
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158 David Barrett, “Prayer Partners’ Newsletter,” July 1968, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
159 “Study Design for the continuation and completion of the A.A.C.C. project entitled ‘The 
Evangelization of Tropical Africa Today,’” August 24, 1965, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
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160 David Barrett, “Prayer Partner’s Newsletter,” Christmas 1966, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–
1985, CSGC, GCTS. For the West Africa study, Barrett traveled to Nigeria, Niger, Ivory Coast, Upper 
Volta, Togo, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea, Cameroon, and Spanish Equatorial Africa. The tour concluded 
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was Barrett’s role in the West Africa survey that linked him to the World Christian Handbook project. See 
David Barrett, “Desk Diary 1965, DWME-AACC, West Africa,” entries March 9, 1965–June 20, 1965, 
David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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performed his required duties, Barrett also took the opportunity to feed his growing 
model of the history of religion in sub-Saharan Africa since 1750.161 This team of 
researchers discovered huge areas of the region that, according to Barrett, no Christian 
had ever stepped foot.162 
 
Trouble for the Unit of Research 
In 1970, the Unit of Research was in trouble with CPK authorities. Jesse Hillman, 
Africa representative for the Church Missionary Society, advised Barrett to pay more 
attention to the Anglican Church in Kenya, particularly as the Kenya province prepared 
to split from Tanzania in August of that year. Hillman informed Barrett there were 
“sundry criticisms” from newly-appointed Archbishop Festo Olang’ because of Barrett’s 
travel to unknown places for unknown periods of time.163 He advised Barrett to maintain 
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a closer relationship with the Archbishop to keep himself and the Unit of Research in his 
good graces.164 Barrett was not happy to receive this advice. He believed that he was 
essentially forced to increase his travel, including teaching at Fuller Theological 
Seminary and Columbia University, to find additional financial support for himself and 
the Unit.165 Further, it was at the request of the Archbishop that, considering the 
reduction of PECUSA funding to the Unit, Barrett find new sources of funding.166  
In December 1978, the Archbishop of Kenya, in agreement with Barrett and other 
Unit personnel, decided that the name “Unit of Research” was no longer appropriate for 
the research center. The name gave no indication of their commitment to the church or to 
the subjects they investigated. Several Anglican clergy and laity regularly asked what the 
Unit stood for or did.167 The name was not specifically Christian nor clear enough to 
outsiders. Archbishop Olang’ further argued that the word “research” lost its positive 
                                                 
164 Jesse Hillman (CMS Representative) to David Barrett, February 18, 1970, David B. Barrett 
Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. When Barrett arrived in Kenya and encountered schism in the church, 
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165 In November 1967, Barrett taught at his alma mater, Columbia University, as a visiting 
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1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
  
198 
connotations, citing Uganda’s State Research Bureau.168 Barrett resonated with the 
Archbishop’s request for a name change: “We exist as a centre to assist the Churches in 
study and research on the whole subject of evangelization – assisting the Churches to 
fulfil the Great Commission of Our Lord (Matthew 28.18–20) in the spreading of the 
Good News of Jesus Christ throughout the modern world.”169 The suggested name was 
the Evangelization Research Centre.170 Barrett also envisioned morphing the Unit of 
Research into what he called the Centre for the Study of World Evangelization (CSWE). 
The proposed change reflected Barrett’s growing research on global evangelization and 
his connections to the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization (LCWE). His 
research interests were increasingly focused on world evangelization in Kenya and 
beyond. He had compiled a vast amount of data concerning many aspects of Christian 
world mission, but it was essentially unavailable to anyone because the matrixes were too 
                                                 
168 See “Provincial Unit of Research/Evangelical Research Centre; Brief Documentation of 
Development 1965–79,” no date, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. Idi Amin replaced 
the Uganda General Service Unit—an intelligence agency created by the previous government—with the 
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169 David Barrett, “Report to the House of Bishops,” March 1979, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–
1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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large and stored with inaccessible technology.171 The holding body of the CSWE was the 
World Christian Handbook Society (WCHS). The WCHS had bankers, lawyers, 
accountants, auditors, tax consultants, and a consultant management body.172 However, 
Archbishop Olang’ was incensed when he heard about the World Christian Handbook 
Society. Barrett had not consulted with any church authorities when he set up the society. 
Archbishop Olang’ demanded an apology from Barrett and the dissolution of the WCHS. 
Although it was not the case, the CPK was concerned that the World Christian Handbook 
Society owned the Unit of Research and all of Barrett’s activities.173 Barrett apologized 
and quit the WCHS as chairman, but did not dissolve it.174 He tried to explain the nature 
of the WCHS to Archbishop Olang’—it was not intended to be a private or personal 
                                                 
171 The issue of data inaccessibility was the driving force behind his purchase of the Wang 
computer that would help launch the CSWE. See chapter 4 of this dissertation for more on the Wang 
computer. 
 
172 “Board of Advisors for the WCH and CSWE,” October 5, 1978, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–
1985, CSGC, GCTS. The World Christian Handbook Society was registered in Nairobi, Kenya as of 
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affair, but an outgrowth of the Ecumenical Advisory Board that the CPK stated several 
years earlier should guide his work.175  
Despite Barrett’s protests, the Archbishop launched an investigation into Barrett’s 
research. The investigation was to reign in Barrett’s work and bring him into closer 
cooperation with other CPK bodies.176 The bishops did not like that Barrett made 
decisions on his accord and that his research activities were so far removed from the 
activities of the church. The bishops demanded that Barrett work more closely with the 
committee proposed by the Provincial Standing Committee and that Barrett answer to this 
committee via the Archbishop. The Archbishop and other bishops were appreciative of 
Barrett’s work, but, per Archbishop Olang’, “at the same time felt anxious that you have 
‘gone it alone’ with your work. We trust the future will be a time of mutual co-operation 
and sharing in this work.”177 The Archbishop was firm that Barrett had to start working as 
a team player. To prove that he was serious, the Archbishop inaugurated the Provincial 
Unit of Research Committee in June 1979. It held two meetings a year where Barrett 
presented a budget and accounts for the Unit to the Board of Finance just like all other 
provincial boards and committees.178 The committee administered the funds and the Unit 
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reported its actions to all dioceses.179 The establishment of the committee was a step 
toward reigning Barrett in and controlling the work of the Unit of Research.180 
From the perspective of the African Anglican leaders, it was highly problematic 
that an expatriate led the Unit of Research. The Unit of Research Committee found that 
the Unit was a useful undertaking but expressed deep concern about what would happen 
if Barrett left.181 The Unit was one of the oldest provincial departments and centered 
around Barrett. J.H. Okullu, Bishop of Maseno South and Chairman of the Unit of 
Research Committee, advised against building huge institutions around expatriate 
workers. Instead, the emphasis should be on finding and training local leaders.182 John 
Kago, Provincial Secretary of the CPK, feared that if Barrett left, the entire Unit would 
fall apart.183 Christopher Carey, the regional secretary of the CMS, felt that Kago, who 
was relatively new to his position, sought to make all departments under his control, or, 
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“tow his line.”184 He also felt that Kago overlooked the fact that the Unit’s work was 
global, and everything it did from Nairobi benefitted the CPK. 
Kago and other CPK officials argued that if the Unit was indeed provincial, then 
everything should be owned by the Province, including its publications and equipment.185 
However, many of the materials were bought with Barrett’s funds or by donations. 
Barrett’s library, for example, was extraordinarily comprehensive for religious research, 
but it was either his personal property or that of the various ecumenical bodies that 
contributed to it. Likewise, the Wang computer had been donated for ecumenical 
purposes by many different funders. Barrett was happy to have his resources available to 
the CPK and use them for CPK purposes, but he would not permanently hand their 
ownership over to the CPK.186  
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African initiatives increased in the church and the CPK took over responsibility 
for everything related to the Church Missionary Society in 1981.187 The Church 
Missionary Society office in Nairobi officially closed in March of that year, and the CMS 
representative was recalled to London. CMS missionaries in Kenya declined from 15 
English clergy in 1971 to only two by 1981.188 The CPK wanted to better integrate CMS 
missionaries within the church without a separate office and representative. The CPK’s 
provincial office and other diocesan institutions looked after missionaries’ needs. 
Eventually, more Africans worked in the church than Westerners.189  
Although Barrett defended his actions throughout the controversies, he did 
operate the Unit of Research with subtle subversion. He described two ways of 
approaching research while connected to the church. The first was to submit formal 
project proposals for the church to discuss, approve, and bless. The second, the way 
Barrett preferred, was unofficial research. He initiated projects among himself and his 
colleagues, moved ahead without the formal approval of church committees, and made 
his decisions by himself at every stage.190 Conducting research in this way meant that the 
CPK would not pay for it, but Barrett much preferred to have control over his agenda 
than to have it dictated by someone outside his operation. 
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Barrett positively responded to the requests of the Archbishop and other bishops 
to reign in the work of the Unit of Research—at least on paper. The stated priorities for 
the Unit from 1981–1986 entirely focused on the Church of the Province of Kenya: 
• Establish regular annual computerized surveys of all CPK congregations, 
parishes, institutions, organizations, dioceses; 
• Study of evangelization of unreached peoples in Kenya; 
• Integrate research into the life of the CPK; 
• Produce a CPK yearbook and directory; 
• Establish self-support for the CPK research program; 
• Encourage Kenyan researchers to serve the CPK; 
• Build up a research room in Imani House with a library, archives, map room, etc.; 
• Create a computerized databank of all CPK church workers.191 
 
Barrett was invited back for another three-year term after his furlough in April 1983. He 
stressed that the Unit of Research would continue its work but keep its ecumenical 
aspects, including its pan-Anglican aspect, very low key.192 It was clear that after the 
publication of the Encyclopedia, things had to change. 
The relationship between the Unit of Research and the World Christian 
Encyclopedia was ambiguous. It was technically not a project of the Unit. Barrett never 
referred to it nor spoke of it as such. There was considerable overlap between the 
research he did for the CPK and other projects and the Encyclopedia. In fact, all the data 
he collected beginning in 1965 with the founding of the Unit made its way into the WCE. 
Different Unit staff and volunteers worked tirelessly on the project for over a decade. 
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However, Barrett saw the WCE and the Unit as separate entities, since the WCE was not a 
project sponsored by the CPK and because he contracted with Oxford University Press 
under his name, not that of the Unit. This arrangement was irksome to the Unit of 
Research Advisory Committee, who wanted to control Barrett and take ownership of his 
research and publications. Further, Barrett was a priest and an employee, and thus 
accountable to the Anglican Church. In 1981, the Committee raised the question of who 
owned the copyright to the WCE and were not at all pleased to learn that the owner was 
Oxford University Press. It reinforced the feeling among many CPK leaders that the Unit 
of Research was isolated and not well integrated into the total life of the province.193 
 
After the World Christian Encyclopedia 
In 1984 Henry Okullu circulated a letter seeking suggestions for a “research 
facilitator” to work alongside Barrett as Research Director of the Unit.194 Barrett was 
involved in the selection process, but he was unhappy about the direction of the search 
because non-researchers and non-specialists interpreted what it meant to lead the Unit. 
Genuine research, Barrett thought, could only take place if there was a full-time 
individual thoroughly invested in the mental and physical tasks of seeing projects to 
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completion.195 The Unit needed an experienced researcher, not a “research facilitator.”196 
Okullu listed several requirements for a Kenyan Research Director who would serve 
alongside David Barrett. The individual had to be a Kenyan citizen, a lay or ordained 
member of the CPK, and a university graduate of theology and preferably sociology. 
Further, the individual had to have at least one prior research appointment, have 
experience in research projects and surveys, have ecumenical experience, and be able to 
work with a team of other researchers.197 Barrett recommended Philip Omondi, who had 
been employed by the Unit for nine years as a research assistant.198 
Ultimately, however, Barrett invited Emil Chandran to join the Unit.199 Chandran 
was an Indian Christian who completed his Ph.D. in demography and population statistics 
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GCTS. 
 
196 Ibid. 
 
197 Chairman, Provincial Unit of Research Committee to all CPK bishops, no date, David B. 
Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. Barrett outlined his own job description as research secretary in 
a series of 13 detailed points and framed his job entirely in service to the CPK: (1) implement and 
coordinate the research agenda of the CPK; (2) supply data needs of any office or individual in the CPK; 
(3) participate in any research aspect of any part of any CPK committee or groups; (4) participate in the 
production of diocesan yearbooks or directories; (5) define research assignments for members of the CPK 
and people outside the CPK who want to undertake research related to the Province; (6) arrange seminars 
and produce publications related to the CPK; (7) train Anglicans in techniques of religious research to use 
within the Province; (8) encourage writing research articles by researchers within the Province; (9) 
maintain a research library at Provincial headquarters or Research Secretary’s office; (10) run the 
Evangelization Research Centre; (11) cooperate with other Anglican and Christian bodies with whom 
research work has been done; (12) develop cooperative relationship with other Anglican and Christian 
researchers through the ecumenical body, World Christian Handbook Advisory Board; (13) make sure that 
all Anglican and Christian research work was made available to the CPK. See “Job Description: Research 
Secretary, Church of the Province of Kenya,” no date, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
198 David Barrett to [unknown], January 1, 1984, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
199 It is unclear if it was Barrett’s job to invite the new researcher. The search seemed initiated by 
Okullu and the advisory board, not Barrett. 
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under the direction of François Houtart.200 Houtart told Chandran about David Barrett 
and the World Christian Encyclopedia. Chandran wrote a letter to Barrett to congratulate 
him on the achievement of the WCE, and that he wanted to use his skills in demography 
and statistics in the context of the church. Barrett wrote back immediately and asked 
Chandran to join him in Nairobi. Barrett was interested that Chandran was from the 
Church of South India, one of the most successful ecumenical mergers of the twentieth 
century, and had skills in statistics that would serve the Unit well. Chandran was also 
very familiar with the Church Missionary Society, which had a strong presence in India. 
Chris Carey stated, “There are very few churches in the world which maintain research 
departments which could make good use of his skills and qualifications. Possibly Nairobi 
is the only place.”201 Barrett convinced Archbishop Olang’ to accept Chandran at the Unit 
of Research, even though he was not African. Chandran was confirmed as a CMS 
missionary after the completion of his Ph.D. and went back to India to raise support. He 
and his family attended missionary training in Birmingham, UK, where they found out, 
suddenly, in 1985, that Barrett was to leave Kenya and the Unit of Research. When 
Chandran arrived in Nairobi, Barrett and his family were due to leave in 15 days for the 
UK, and then move to Richmond, Virginia.202 The Unit of Research closed when Barrett 
                                                 
200 Emil Chandran, in discussion with the author, June 1, 2016. Skype. 
 
201 Christopher Carey (Regional Secretary, Africa CMS) to Archbishop of Kenya, January 5, 1984, 
David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
202 Emil Chandran, in discussion with the author, June 1, 2016. Barrett left Kenya to work for the 
Foreign (now International) Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention. 
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left. Chandran ended up becoming a researcher at the diocese level and worked on church 
population censuses.  
The constant misunderstandings, disagreements, and differences of vision 
between Barrett and the Church of the Province of Kenya resulted in the closing of the 
Unit. The disconnect between Barrett and the church leadership was irreconcilable. The 
leadership felt that Barrett was not concerned with their interests as a national church and 
they did not share his vision for global Christian demography.203 The debate concerning 
who owned the Unit’s possessions was still ongoing at the time of his departure, and 
Barrett decided to leave it all behind—the Wang computer, his books, his files, 
everything.204 
 
Conclusion 
The World Christian Encyclopedia was conceived, developed, and produced in 
Africa. From a context of significant social, political, and cultural change, the WCE 
described a diverse and fragmented world Christianity. Christianity’s spread to thousands 
of new cultures and languages contributed to its growth during the twentieth century. 
However, the increased diversity of Christianity was often in the context of disunity and 
                                                 
203 Ibid. 
 
204 Ibid. Chandran and Barrett kept in touch after Barrett left Kenya. Several years later, Barrett 
contacted Chandran to request his help to gets his books and files shipped to Richmond. Barrett’s materials 
were stored in Nairobi. Chandran managed to convince the CPK that the materials belonged to Barrett, and 
he sent several huge boxes through the Southern Baptist Convention around 1995. It remains a mystery 
how Chandran could convince the CPK that the materials belonged to Barrett after so many years of 
fighting between Barrett and the CPK over the issue—perhaps because so much time had passed and the 
materials were sitting in storage, unused. Regardless, Chandran’s work in shipping the materials to 
Richmond enabled the primary sources for this study to be organized, accessible, and analyzed—over 20 
years later.  
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divisiveness. Barrett experienced this first-hand with the Johera movement when he 
immediately arrived in Africa. He saw the possible negative impact that schism could 
have on the church and the disunity that could result from independent movements. 
Nevertheless, he supported these new expressions of faith and legitimized their adherents 
through quantification. The World Christian Encyclopedia was the first place to quantify 
African independent Christianity: 24 million adherents in 1980.205 Barrett’s personal 
experience of seeing church schism among the Luo of Western Kenya influenced his 
theorizing on African independency and colored his interpretation of the world Christian 
movement. In Schism and Renewal in Africa, Barrett concluded that the “root cause” of 
African independence movements was a “failure in love” on the part of Western 
Christian missionaries—the same exact critique that Abednego Matthew Ajuoga, the 
leader of the Johera, launched against the Anglican Church in Kenya. 
Barrett worked in the transition from colonialism to post-colonialism in Kenya as 
a white missionary at the end of the British Empire. The CMS realized the need to reform 
its mission in Africa and Barrett embraced newer styles of missionary engagement that 
gave more legitimacy and autonomy to African Christians. In siding with newer styles of 
mission, he sided with new African expressions of Christianity as well. However, at the 
same time, Barrett, as head of the Unit of Research, consistently conflicted with African 
church authorities. The Unit was not well-integrated into the CPK and was led by a white 
expatriate who did not want to be controlled by anybody. Perhaps Barrett’s obstinacy to 
follow the rules was a remnant of British privilege and unconscious, paternalistic colonial 
                                                 
205 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 782, 791. 
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attitudes toward African leadership. Alternatively, maybe Barrett simply could not be 
bothered to work through the proper channels when there was so much research to do, 
quantifying the entire religious and non-religious world for the first time in history. Either 
way, the history of the Unit of Research illustrated struggles between white missionaries 
and African leaders during decolonization.  
The African context was the catalyst that enabled Barrett to mix his passion for 
world evangelization and his scientific training. The rapidly-changing political, religious, 
and social context of Kenya encouraged Barrett to pursue graduate theological training. 
In doing so, Barrett discovered in New York how he could blend scientific research and 
Christian mission for the benefit of the church in Africa. Barrett re-invented himself as a 
pioneer, academic, missionary-researcher. Beginning with his study of AICs, he built a 
new, post-colonial framework for defining and understanding world Christianity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
EVOLUTION OF THE WORLD CHRISTIAN HANDBOOK TO THE WORLD 
CHRISTIAN ENCYCLOPEDIA 
In the mid-twentieth century, only educated guesses of the size and scope of the 
world Christian population existed, despite the long history of missionaries who produced 
social scientific surveys and population censuses (chapters 1 and 2). The status of other 
religions and atheism were even less clear. The World Christian Handbook and the Bilan 
du Monde—the immediate predecessors to the World Christian Encyclopedia—were 
considered some of the most reliable sources for religious statistics. However, at the same 
time, their editors were apologetic and critical of the entire statistical enterprise. They 
believed that numbers were valuable but had to be used with extreme caution. Editors of 
these books warned of the limitations of religious statistics, the gaps in their 
understanding of the global Christian situation, and the challenges in obtaining current 
data.1  
The production of the World Christian Encyclopedia (1968–1982) occurred 
during a period of significant change in mission and world Christianity. The 1960s 
ushered in a post-modern age with significant upheaval in North America and Europe.2 
Western colonialism waned, the ecumenical movement swelled, and a generational shift 
moved mission studies from colonial to post-colonial perspectives. Older leaders stepped 
                                                 
1 See Kenneth G. Grubb, World Christian Handbook (London: World Dominion Press, 1949), 
237; Centre de Recherches Socio-Religieuses, Bilan du Monde (1958–60), I:iii. 
 
2 Timothy Yates, Christian Mission in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994), 163. 
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down to turn projects over to younger leaders.3 Amid these changes, in 1968, Kenneth 
Grubb passed the World Christian Handbook to David Barrett. Barrett and the eventual 
World Christian Encyclopedia were continuous with early-twentieth-century research 
trends in mission and social science. At the same time, however, Barrett represented a 
new, younger generation of missionary-researchers who first grappled with an emerging 
post-colonial mentality—though not without residual paternalism.4 Thus, the World 
Christian Encyclopedia was completely different in approach and tone from the World 
Christian Handbook and the Bilan du Monde. The WCE argued not only that it was 
possible to know how many Christians were in the world, but that Christianity could be 
documented to the denominational level in every country. 
This chapter provides the historical framework within which Barrett produced the 
World Christian Encyclopedia. Changes in mission and Christianity are presented 
chronologically from both Protestant and Catholic perspectives. The period under 
consideration (1968–1982) represented a significant complexification of the reality of 
“world Christianity”—a concept in the process of definition. Both Protestants and 
Catholics reformulated their understanding of world Christianity and the relationship 
between Western Christianity and the rest of the world. Christian unity and cooperation 
were prioritized in the wake of world wars and shifting political, social, and cultural 
                                                 
3 For example, the theology of Karl Bart, Visser’t Hooft, Lesslie Newbigin, and D.T. Niles was 
replaced by J.C. Hoekendijk and mission as the missio Dei, God’s activity in the world. See Yates, 
Christian Mission, 163. 
 
4 Barrett was 40 when he started the World Christian Handbook and 54 when he finished the 
World Christian Encyclopedia. See the conclusion for a discussion of Barrett’s methodology. His 
taxonomy included racial profiles of the world’s peoples—a very colonial way of distinguishing peoples.  
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landscapes. The WCE represented a wider generational shift in mission studies and 
religious research. While similar to the World Christian Handbook and the Bilan du 
Monde, the WCE was different in structure, emphasis, content, and style. This chapter 
also provides the details on how the WCE was constructed, including the people who 
worked on it, the expectations surrounding it, and the controversies plaguing it. This 
analysis illustrates how the WCE was a truly ecumenical project. It was the first book to 
represent all Christians in the world equally, together. In doing so, this chapter shows 
how the WCE presented a new, post-colonial way of conceptualizing the global Christian 
movement. 
 
Twentieth-Century Changes in Mission and World Christianity 
One of the major findings of the World Christian Encyclopedia was the 
complexity of the world’s Christian situation. It was far more complicated than David 
Barrett or anyone else had imagined. New expressions of Christianity emerged in the 
1960s and 1970s, particularly in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. State-imposed atheism 
in Eastern bloc countries challenged historical Christian homelands in Europe. Protestant 
theological liberalism in the United States introduced new ways of reconciling faith in the 
modern world. Further, the role and purpose of missions changed. At the beginning of the 
century, Protestants had a territorial understanding of Christendom, dominated by a 
conceptual juxtaposition of East and West.5 Christian missionaries came from the West 
                                                 
5 Brian Stanley, The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh 1910 (Grand Rapids, MI: William 
B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2009), 303.  
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(“Christendom”) to minister in the East (“heathendom”).6 The Edinburgh 1910 World 
Missionary Conference revealed the nature and limits of “Christendom” by the very fact 
that the conference excluded Catholic and Orthodox Christians from the meeting, and 
neglected Christians in Latin America, Oceania, and Africa. However, Protestant 
perspectives on the world evolved throughout the twentieth century. Karl Barth (1886–
1968) delivered a lecture at the 1932 Brandenburg Mission Conference on the 
relationship between the Trinity and mission.7 He argued that mission involved a calling 
of the whole church, reflected in the missions of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. By 
1935 Barth perceived the eventual decline of Western Christendom. He anticipated a 
post-Christendom society, coupled with a new missionary situation: Europe as a mission 
field.8 Mission administrator Karl Hartenstein linked Barth’s theology in the 1932 lecture 
to the 1952 IMC conference at Willingen, Germany.9 The Willingen conference was the 
first major ecumenical gathering to place mission within a Trinitarian, rather than 
                                                 
6 Ibid., 50. 
 
7 Karl Barth, “Die Theologie und die Mission in der Gegenwart,” Zwischen den Zeiten 10, no. 3 
(1932): 189–215. See also Karl Barth, Theologische Fragen und Antworten (Zollikon: Evangelischer 
Verlag, 1957). 
 
8 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 543–544. 
 
9 The Barth-Hartenstein-Willingen chronology was the accepted historical narrative regarding the 
discussion of the missio Dei at Willingen. However, John Flett argued that Barth never used the phrase 
“missio Dei,” nor wrote “God is a missionary God,” nor articulated a Trinitarian position as expressed at 
Willingen. Thus, Flett downplayed Barth’s role in the popularization of the missio Dei at Willingen. Flett 
argued that missio Dei theology was a reaction to the dichotomy between Church and mission, resolved by 
situating the Church within the framework of God’s missionary action from creation to redemption. John 
G. Flett, The Witness of God: The Trinity, Missio Dei, Karl Barth, and the Nature of Christian Community 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 11–12.  
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ecclesiastical or soteriological, framework.10 By the time of the World Council of 
Churches 1963 meeting in Mexico City, mission was “in six continents,” not just in the 
“South” or “East.”11  Mission was defined as the missio Dei, God’s activity in the world, 
as opposed to missions as the work of the church. 
The World Christian Handbook, published by World Dominion Press, was a 
product of Protestant ecumenism. The five editions spanned 1949–1968, a time of 
tumultuous political, social, and religious change. Each Handbook reflected these 
changes in the global landscape and how they affected Christian mission. The changes in 
content and tone from one edition to the next reflected an evolving understanding of the 
status of mission in the world and the role of quantification in shaping Christian 
worldviews. The WCH presented facts of the growth and status of Christian churches and 
its ties to ecumenical visions of world church fellowship. Christian ecumenists argued for 
the necessity of accurate church membership data, as well as stressed the importance of 
studies that documented how churches grew or declined, and what resources were 
available to churches.12 The proposed sixth edition of the World Christian Handbook—
edited by David Barrett—was planned for publication in 1971. Global changes in 
Christian adherence in the 1960s and 1970s, plus a series of delays, resulted in the 
publication of the World Christian Encyclopedia in 1982.   
                                                 
10 See James A. Scherer, Gospel, Church and Kingdom: Comparative Studies in World Mission 
Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg, 1987); Georg F. Vicedom, Missio Dei: Einführung in eine 
Theologie der Mission (München: Chr. Kaiser, 1960). 
 
11 Yates, Christian Mission, 165. 
 
12 Grubb, World Christian Handbook 1949, 1–2.  
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World Dominion Movement 
Congregationalist layman Sidney J.W. Clark began the World Dominion 
Movement in 1923.13 The Movement was closely tied to the missiological thinking of 
Roland Allen and Thomas Cochrane.14 Clark, Allen, and Cochrane were deeply 
concerned with policies of the foreign mission enterprise in relation to the church. They 
advocated for the establishment of self-supporting, self-propagating, and self-governing 
churches.15 The Movement aimed to produce effective means of evangelization, provide 
resources for overseas missions, and establish indigenous churches to continue those 
                                                 
13 Alexander McLeish, “The World Dominion Movement: Its Ideals and Activities,” International 
Review of Mission 23, no. 2 (April 1934): 215. Clark was a wealthy businessman who devoted himself to 
overseas missions in 1907. He was a benefactor of the London Missionary Society and made his first trip to 
China in 1905. He was struck by how little systematic planning and coordination there was on the field, as 
well as the amount of wasted resources and overall inefficiency that plagued missions. He stated, “If I 
conducted my business in the way that missionary societies conduct theirs I would be bankrupt.” He 
became an active proponent for what he called “indigenous methods.” See Kenneth G. Grubb, “The Story 
of the Survey Application Trust,” in The Reform of the Ministry: A Study in the Work of Roland Allen, ed. 
David M. Paton and Roland Allen (London: Lutterworth Press, 1968), 62.  
 
14 Roland Allen (1868–1947) served with the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in North 
China from 1895 to 1902. He was an early supporter of the Nevius plan to establish self-supporting, self-
propagating, and self-governing churches. He advocated for missionaries to turn over control to indigenous 
Christians and he criticized paternalistic missionary attitudes. See Roland Allen, Missionary Methods: St. 
Paul’s or Ours? (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1962); Roland Allen, The 
Spontaneous Expansion of the Church and the Causes Which Hinder It (London: World Dominion Press, 
1960); Roland Allen, The Case for Voluntary Clergy (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1930). See also 
Charles Henry Long, “Allen, Roland,” in Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions, ed. Gerald H. 
Anderson, 12–13 (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998). 
Thomas Cochrane (1866–1953) was a medical doctor in China with the London Missionary 
Society, where he met Clark in 1905. He served in China from 1897 to 1914, where he built the Peking 
Union Medical College with the support of the Empress Dowager. He wrote the Survey of the Missionary 
Occupation in China (Shanghai: Christian Literature Society for China, 1913) and the accompanying Atlas 
of China in Provinces (Shanghai: Christian Literature Society for China, 1913). See Grubb, “Survey 
Application Trust,” 64–65. 
 
15 Grubb, “Survey Application Trust,” 67. 
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efforts.16 World evangelization was fueled by a great urgency for missions, as Alexander 
McLeish commented, “World evangelization in our generation thus becomes a definite 
objective in the light of which every policy and method must be judged.”17  
The World Dominion Movement comprised of Survey Application Trust and 
World Dominion Press. Clark, Allen, and Cochrane founded the Survey Application 
Trust in 1924 as trustees.18 It was designed to analyze Christianity scientifically to hasten 
its spread worldwide. To disseminate their findings, Survey Application Trust founded 
the World Dominion Press and also produced the periodical, World Dominion.19 The 
Press published works on missionary policy in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the 
Pacific. It also advocated for the development of indigenous three-self churches.20 It 
                                                 
16 McLeish, “The World Dominion Movement,” 215. 
 
17 Ibid., 217. McLeish was a former missionary to India and a prolific researcher and writer for 
World Dominion Press. He also served as the Survey Editor for Survey Application Trust and oversaw the 
Survey Series of World Dominion Press. See Grubb, “Survey Application Trust,” 72; Alexander McLeish, 
The Frontier Peoples of India: A Missionary Survey (London: World Dominion Press, 1931); Alexander 
McLeish, Jesus Christ and World Evangelization: Missionary Principals: Christ’s or Ours (Chicago: 
Winston, 1934); Alexander McLeish, Christian Progress in Burma (London: World Dominion Press, 
1929); Alexander McLeish, A Christian Archipelago: A Review of Religion in the Philippines (London: 
World Dominion Press, 1941). 
In the 1950s, the notion of “dominion” signified a global, British, ex-colony federation. The term 
represented a post-colonial effort to return to global unity despite independence. In 1953, David Paton 
described the fall of China to Communism as God’s judgment on Christian mission for aligning themselves 
with Western colonialism and for not giving autonomy to indigenous churches. He stated that the end of the 
missionary era was the “will of God.” See David M. Paton, Christian Missions and the Judgement of God 
(London: SCM, 1953), 25.  
 
18 Grubb, “Survey Application Trust,” 67. 
 
19 Dana L. Robert, “Mission Frontiers from 1910 to 2010. Part I: From Geography to Justice,” 
Missiology: An International Review XXXIX, no. 2 (April 2011): 8e. World Dominion was released 
quarterly and included a regular Indigenous Church Series. Grubb compared World Dominion as a rival to 
the International Review of Mission of the IMC. Grubb, “Survey Application Trust,” 71. 
 
20 Kenneth Grubb, foreword to Bridges of God: A Study in the Strategy of Missions, by Donald 
McGavran (London: World Dominion Press, 1955), vi. 
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produced a Survey Series on missions and churches in various countries around the world 
that included religious data, maps, and commentary. The World Christian Handbook, 
published after these survey volumes, was one of World Dominion Press’ most 
prominent publications.  
Kenneth Grubb (1900–1980), editor of the WCH, was a missionary to the Amazon 
basin with the Worldwide Evangelization Crusade (WEC). He created taxonomies of 
Indian dialects in preparation for Bible translation and conducted surveys among 
indigenous populations in Latin America. Grubb authored several books on the 
advancement of Christianity for World Dominion Press,21 and in 1944, he became 
president of the Church Missionary Society. Grubb served as the first chairman of the 
Commission of the Churches on International Affairs at the time of the first World 
Christian Handbook (1949).22  
Ernest Bingle (1902–1957) served as Associate Editor of World Dominion 
magazine. He was a former professor of history and politics at Madras Christian College 
in South India. At the time of the first WCH, Bingle was the Joint Secretary for Survey 
for the International Missionary Council. Grubb identified Bingle as the mastermind of 
the World Christian Handbook even though Grubb received credit for its legacy.23 
                                                 
21 Robert, “Mission Frontiers, Part I,” 8e. See Kenneth G. Grubb and R. Kilgour, The Northern 
Republics of South America: Ecuador, Colombia and Venezuela (London: World Dominion Press, 1931); 
Kenneth G. Grubb, Religion in Central America (London: World Dominion Press, 1937); Kenneth G. 
Grubb, The Republic of Brazil: A Survey of the Religious Situation (London: World Dominion Press, 1932). 
 
22 Paul R. Clifford, “Grubb, Kenneth George,” in Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions, 
ed. Gerald H. Anderson (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 1998), 265. 
 
23 E. J. Bingle and Sir Kenneth Grubb, eds., World Christian Handbook 1957 Edition (London: 
World Dominion Press, 1957), viii. 
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Survey Application Trust was the most successful between 1926 and 1939.24 The 
Trust produced their publications and significantly helped the work of other organizations 
such as the Missionary Aviation Fellowship and the International Missionary Council.25 
World War II marked the end of the Trust’s Survey Series. World conditions made the 
collection of statistical information too difficult to be practical, and the interested market 
for that kind of publication significantly shrank.26 World Dominion lost many subscribers 
during this time. Its perceived imperialistic tone became increasingly inappropriate, and 
in 1958 it merged with the Christian News-Letter.27 In 1966, the World Dominion Press 
transferred to the Edinburgh House Press, which in 1967 was transferred to Lutterworth 
Press, the publishing branch of the United Society for Christian Literature.28 The World 
Dominion Movement officially ended with the closing of the Survey Application Trust in 
1968.  
 
                                                 
24 Kenneth Grubb was invited to manage the Trust in 1954. Grubb, “Survey Application Trust,” 
80. 
 
25 Ibid., 79. 
 
26 Ibid., 75. 
 
27 Ibid. Christian News-Letter was published by the Christian Frontier Council, founded in 1942 
by J.H. Oldham. 
 
28 Ibid., 69. The United Society for Christian Literature was founded in 1935 by the merger of the 
Religious Tract Society (founded 1799) and the Christian Literature Society for India and Africa (founded 
1858, expanded to Africa in 1923). See United Society for Christian Literature Archives, 1799–1960.  
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World Council of Churches 
The Life and Work and Faith and Order movements joined to form the World 
Council of Churches (WCC) in Amsterdam in 1948.29 There were 147 member churches 
at its founding, consisting of mainline Protestant and Eastern Orthodox traditions.30 The 
emergence of the World Council of Churches demonstrated the need for better facts and 
figures about Christian churches.31 Churches were increasingly aware of their common 
interests and beliefs, leading to more unity. The World Christian Handbook satisfied the 
need of churches to have information about each other easily at their disposal.32 
Bingle’s survey article in the second edition of the WCH (1952) highlighted how 
the world had changed since the creation of the WCC, with implications for Christians 
                                                 
29 The first World Conference on Faith and Order was held in Lausanne, Switzerland in 1927, and 
was attended by Eastern Orthodox, Anglicans, Baptists, Methodists, Congregationalists, Lutherans, and 
Presbyterians. The purpose was to bring churches out of isolation and encourage them to understand their 
similarities and differences. See Herbert N. Bate, ed., Faith and Order: Proceedings of the World 
Conference, Lausanne, August 3–21, 1927 (London: George H. Doran Company, 1928), 2. The Universal 
Christian Conference on Life and Work was held in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1925, presided over by 
Archbishop Nathan Söderblom of the Church of Sweden. The thrust of the meeting was that the unity of the 
churches found expression in working together to meet the great needs of a rapidly changing society, 
considering advances in modern science and technology, urbanization, increased power of the state, and the 
tragedy of World War I. See G. K. A. Bell, ed., The Stockholm Conference 1925: The Official Report of the 
Universal Christian Conference on Life and Work Held in Stockholm, 19–30 August, 1925 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1926). See also David M. Thompson, “Ecumenism,” in The Cambridge History of 
Christianity, vol. 9, World Christianities, c.1914–c.2000, ed. Hugh McLeod (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 55–59; Nils Karlström, “Movements for International Friendship and Life and 
Work, 1910–1925,” in A History of the Ecumenical Movement, 1517–1968, 4th ed., ed. Ruth Rouse and 
Stephen C. Neill (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1993); Nils Ehrenström, “Movements for 
International Friendship and Life and Work, 1925–1948,” in A History of the Ecumenical Movement, 1517–
1968, 4th ed., ed. Ruth Rouse and Stephen C. Neill (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1993); 
Tissington Tatlow, “The World Conference on Faith and Order,” in A History of the Ecumenical 
Movement, 1517–1968, 4th ed., ed. Ruth Rouse and Stephen C. Neill (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 
1993). 
 
30 “History,” World Council of Churches, accessed January 27, 2016, 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/about-us/wcc-history. 
 
31 Grubb, World Christian Handbook 1949, x. 
 
32 Ibid., 4. 
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worldwide. Increased governmental powers were a real threat to the church with the rise 
of nationalism.33 The balance of power shift became more pronounced with the growth of 
Russian power, the development of atomic power, the liberation of China, and the rapid 
rise of defeated Germany and Japan. The underlying reality in Bingle’s analysis was the 
struggle between Eastern bloc and Western bloc countries.34 He included detail of the 
political and Christian situations of many countries, continents, and regions.  
The third edition (1957) reiterated most of the global concerns in the second 
(1952): the rapid rise of technology, military power, and atomic power in the USSR, the 
great change in the power blocs of the world, and the fragile basis for international 
peace.35 Not all was negative, however. Grubb also highlighted the acceleration of 
material progress, higher standards of living, and international cooperation. International 
cooperation, like that of the WCC and recently-founded organizations like the United 
Nations, had a special effect on the global missionary enterprise.36 Historically, missions 
and churches served among underprivileged and underdeveloped people in some of the 
worst conditions to provide education, medical services, and other social welfare 
                                                 
33 Bingle and Grubb, World Christian Handbook 1952, 2. 
 
34 The Cold War (1947–1991) was a state of political and military tension between the Eastern and 
Western blocs, primarily the Soviet Union and the United States.  
 
35 Bingle and Grubb, World Christian Handbook 1952, xii. 
 
36 The United Nations was founded in 1945 to promote inter-cooperation, replacing the ineffective 
League of Nations. See Stanley Meisler, United Nations: A History, rev. ed. (New York: Grove Press, 
2011); Amy L. Sayward, The United Nations in International History (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 
2017). 
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programs.37 However, in the 1960s, Grubb thought that missions were “set free” from 
providing social services. With political independence and rapid development of all 
kinds, missionaries re-focused their efforts on spiritual matters.38 Grubb admitted that 
Western domination in missions negatively impacted the missionary movement as 
colonies all over the world freed themselves from Western rule and developed a stronger 
sense of nationalism. He further reflected that the term “missionary” was unpopular.39 
With these changes, missionaries found that the work of the past would no longer be 
possible and they had to drastically revise their methods and policies. Eventually, 
                                                 
37 Mission historian Kenneth Scott Latourette made similar comments in 1953: “By all odds the 
missionaries of the nineteenth century were a special breed of men and women. Single-handedly and with 
great courage they attacked the social evils of their time: child marriage, the immolation of widows, temple 
prostitution, and untouchability in India; footbinding, opium addiction, and the abandoning of babies in 
China; polygamy, the slave trade and the destruction of twins in Africa. In all parts of the world they 
opened schools, hospitals, clinics, medical colleges, orphanages, leprosaria. They gave succor and 
sustenance to the dregs of society cast off by their own communities. At great risk to themselves and their 
families they fought famines, floods, pestilences, and plagues. They were the first to rescue unwanted 
babies, educate girls, and liberate women. Above all, they gave to the non-Christian world the most 
liberating of all messages – the gospel of Christ. They converted savages into saints; and out of this raw 
material they built the Christian church, which is today the most universal of all institutions.” Kenneth 
Scott Latourette, The Great Century in the Americas, Australasia and Africa (New York: Harper, 1953), 
469. 
 
38 Bingle and Grubb, World Christian Handbook 1957, xiii. Between 1946 and 1911 dozens of 
nations achieved independence from Western empires. The Indian subcontinent gained independence in 
1947 after nearly two centuries of British rule. In South Asia, the Philippines won independence from the 
United States; North and South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia from France; Burma and Malaysia from 
Britain, and Indonesia from the Netherlands. The most significant change was in Africa. Ghana’s 
independence in 1957 was the beginning of the end of British rule on the continent, led by Kwame 
Nkrumah. By 1975 only Spanish Sahara, Rhodesia, and South-West Africa (Namibia) remained in colonial 
control. For more on decolonization post-World War II, see Dietmar Rothermund, Memories of Post-
Imperial Nations: The Aftermath of Decolonization, 1945–2013 (Daryaganj, Delhi, India: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015); Wayne C. McWilliams and Harry Piotrowski, The World Since 1945: A History of 
International Relations (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2014). 
 
39 As missions were changing overseas, the church was also changing in Britain. 
Protestant/Anglican church attendance was declining, and Catholicism was growing. The 1920s and 1930s 
were the height of British missionary sending. Although estimates vary, Britain sent around 9,000 
missionaries in the 1930s, but by 1980, that figure had dropped to 6,000. Jeffrey Cox, The British 
Missionary Enterprise Since 1700 (New York: Routledge, 2008), 258. 
 
  
223 
governments took over educational work and newly independent nations grew suspicious 
of missionary activity.40  
The International Missionary Council merged with the WCC in 1961 and thus 
raised concerns for the future of the global missionary enterprise.41 H. Wakelin Coxill 
replaced Bingle (deceased) as the main figure behind the fourth edition of the WCH 
(1962).42 Coxill was former General Secretary of the Congo Protestant Council and a 
representative in Belgium of Protestant missions in the Congo and Ruanda-Urundi. WCH 
1962 took a different approach from the “gloomy forecast” of the 1957 edition that 
doubted the role of Western missions in rapidly-changing overseas contexts. Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America still needed foreign missions, but the kind of missionaries abroad 
changed between 1957 and 1962.43 Older societies lost the zeal for traditional 
evangelization and their growing absence in missions resulted in the founding of 
autonomous churches to take up the evangelistic task.44 Instead of evangelization, older 
                                                 
40 Bingle and Grubb, World Christian Handbook 1957, xx. 
 
41 The IMC, Life and Work, and Faith and Order all traced their roots back to the Edinburgh 1910 
conference. For more on the creation of the World Council of Churches, see Willem Adolf Visser ‘t Hooft, 
“The Genesis of the World Council of Churches,” in A History of the Ecumenical Movement, 1517–1968, 
4th ed., ed. Ruth Rouse and Stephen C. Neill (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1993); Thomas E. 
Fitzgerald, The Ecumenical Movement: An Introductory History (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2004).  
 
42 Bingle’s sudden death marked a significant change in the WCH 1957. He labored over the 
manuscript to the proof stage before his death at the early age of 54. E. J. Bingle and Sir Kenneth Grubb, 
eds., World Christian Handbook 1957 Edition (London: World Dominion Press, 1957), viii. The 
introduction of the fourth edition emphasized the global spread of WCH contributors. The book depended 
on hundreds of church workers and officials all over the world to provide material. Despite the 
contributions of so many people around the world, the overall response rate was low. Consequentially, the 
edition suffered from gaps, misleading information, and incomplete data. 
 
43 H. Wakelin Coxill and Sir Kenneth Grubb, eds., World Christian Handbook 1962 Edition 
(London: World Dominion Press, 1962), xi. 
 
44 Ibid., xii. 
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societies sought partnerships with “younger” indigenous churches and explored new 
relationships. Breakaway movements from mainline churches in Africa occurred in 
places where the church closely identified with old political and social orders. Editors of 
the WCH increasingly felt the need to emphasize an ecumenical vision in light of all this 
change.45  
 
Theological Shifts, Religious Studies, and Evangelicalism 
In the mid-twentieth century, American Protestantism was split between 
“conservatives” and “liberals” with different interpretations of unity and cooperation. The 
conservative/liberal divide fractured the American missionary movement and the 
burgeoning social scientific research that supported it.46 The split between the two 
ideologies traced its roots to the early-twentieth century theological shift from post-
millennialism to pre-millennialism. The American missionary force became equally 
divided between post-millennial missionaries who worked to build the Kingdom of God 
before Christ’s return and pre-millennial missionaries convinced that nothing good could 
come of the world before the second coming.47 By the 1960s, a growing conservative 
evangelical movement, especially in the United States, rejected the ecumenical vision 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
45 Ibid., xiii.  
 
46 See Richard Hogg, Ecumenical Foundations: A History of the International Missionary Council 
and its Nineteenth Century Background (New York: Harper, 1952); Joel Carpenter, ed., Modernism and 
Foreign Missions: Two Fundamentalists Protests (New York: Garland Pub., 1988). 
 
47 These strands both influenced Barrett as a conservative, evangelical missionary who studied at 
the theologically liberal Union Theological Seminary in New York. 
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asserted by the World Council of Churches. At the 1968 Uppsala meeting of the World 
Council of Churches, Donald McGavran’s (1897–1990) call to remember the two billion 
unevangelized people in the world represented a huge number of evangelical missionaries 
who found liberal, expanded meanings of “mission” and “evangelism” utterly 
infuriating.48 Evangelicals fought to maintain the long-standing missionary traditions of 
William Carey, Adoniram Judson, A.J. Gordon, A.T. Pierson, and John R. Mott. 
Evangelicals wanted to restore traditional definitions of evangelism and reinstate the 
Great Commission as justification for mission. American evangelical Christian unity and 
cooperation began to take a different form that contrasted with mainline Protestant 
involvement with the World Council of Churches. Evangelicals fought against 
mainstream, secular culture to retain a traditional emphasis on reaching non-Christians 
with the gospel. 
One result of the conservative/liberal split in the United States was the increased 
founding of religious studies departments in the 1960s and 1970s.49 To throw off the 
shackles of Christian theology, “religious studies” became more common parlance over 
“history of religion,” “comparative religion,” and “science of religion.”50 Religious 
                                                 
48 Donald McGavran, “Will Uppsala Betray the Two Billion?” in The Eye of the Storm: The Great 
Debate in Mission, ed. Donald McGavran (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1972); Donald McGavran, “Yes, 
Uppsala Betrayed the Two Billion: Now What?” Christianity Today 16, no. 19 (June 1972): 16–18. 
 
49 Gregory Alles, “The Study of Religions: The Last 50 Years,” in The Routledge Companion to 
the Study of Religion, ed. John Hinnells (London: Routledge, 2010). See also Darlene L. Bird and Simon G. 
Smith, eds., Theology and Religious Studies in Higher Education: Global Perspectives (London: 
Continuum, 2009). For example, departments of religion were founded at Syracuse University (1959); Yale 
University (1963); University of Virginia (1967); and University of California, Santa Barbara (1967). 
 
50 For example, in 1934 Harvard University offered a Ph.D. in the history and philosophy of 
religion. In 1963, the name of the program was changed to Ph.D. in the Study of Religion. See “Study of 
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studies departments were interdisciplinary in nature and sought to examine religion from 
anthropological, sociological, historical, and epistemological perspectives.51 Some 
influential journals began during this time, including Religious Studies (1965), Religion 
(1971), and Religious Studies Review (1975).52 While at the time, liberal Protestants 
looked like “secularists” trying to avoid religious belief, they, in fact, wanted to posit 
themselves as neutral authorities and “unbiased” interpreters. They wanted to move away 
from a conservative understanding of Christianity’s relationship with other religions—
generally, condemnation—toward a value-free approach. 
World Vision International (WVI) exemplified the struggle between Christian and 
secular worldviews. Bob Pierce founded WVI in 1950 as a small American evangelical 
agency geared toward evangelism and child care in Asia.53 The organization was rooted 
in American evangelical subculture in its support of missionaries and provision of 
emergency relief to poor Christians. WVI grew throughout the 1950s and 1960s when its 
base of support widened beyond concern for world evangelization. Pierce resigned in 
                                                                                                                                                 
Religion,” Harvard University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, accessed February 11, 2017, 
https://gsas.harvard.edu/programs-of-study/all/religion. 
 
51 Many people were interested in studying religion as a critical part of democracy in light of anti-
Communist sentiments. The counterculture of the 1960s was also fascinated by “cults” and “new religious 
movements.” See, for example, John Lofland and Rodney Stark, “Becoming a World-Saver: A Theory of 
Conversion to a Deviant Perspective,” American Sociological Review 30, no. 6 (December 1965): 862–875. 
 
52 On religious studies, see Walter H. Capps, Religious Studies: The Making of a Discipline 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995); Robert A. Orsi, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Religious Studies 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
 
53 David P. King, “Heartbroken for God’s World: The Story of Bob Pierce, Founder of World 
Vision and Samaritan’s Purse,” in Religion in Philanthropic Organizations: Family, Friend, Foe? ed. 
Thomas J. Davis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 71. 
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1967 after tensions in the organization pushed it to self-define as more humanitarian than 
missionary, more mainstream than religious.54  
In 1966, WVI partnered with the School of World Mission at Fuller Theological 
Seminary to establish the Missions Advanced Research and Communication Center 
(MARC). Edward Dayton, MARC’s first director, was a graduate of New York 
University (1948) with a Bachelor of Science in aeronautical engineering. He worked at 
various engineering firms until 1964 when he enrolled full-time at Fuller Theological 
Seminary. He became the head of MARC in 1966. MARC applied social scientific 
methods to the study of unreached people groups and global evangelization.55 King 
stated, “MARC sought to convince other mission agencies that research and development 
did not take the ‘Spirit’ out of missions but, rather, enhanced the efficiency of 
evangelism. Anthropological, sociological, and census data became necessary 
information in order to evangelize a particular culture.”56 MARC also served as a 
publishing house for WVI, which at any given time had upward of 50 active titles and a 
library of more than 200 titles. Most titles were books and reports on mission and 
                                                 
54 Ibid., 71. Pierce founded Samaritan’s Purse on the same evangelical principles in 1970. Franklin 
Graham took over the organization upon Pierce’s death in 1978. 
 
55 MARC sought the most efficient methods of world evangelization in three ways. First, MARC 
established a computer-based information center with data on missions, missionaries, and churches 
throughout the world. Second, they advocated for carrying out research in the history and present status of 
evangelism in the church. Third, MARC educated others to use the tools of business and science in the task 
of evangelization. See “A General Description of MARC,” undated, unsigned, David B. Barrett Papers 
1957–1985, Center for the Study of Global Christianity, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, South 
Hamilton, Massachusetts. 
 
56 King, “Heartbroken for God’s World,” 80. 
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evangelism, including tools for missionaries in the field.57 The Mission Handbook: North 
American Protestant Ministries Overseas, with the first edition in 1953, was one of 
MARC’s most prominent publications. The Missionary Research Library, founded by 
John R. Mott in 1941, produced the first seven editions. From 1929, the library partnered 
with Union Theological Seminary in New York.58 MARC produced the Mission 
Handbook starting with the eighth edition (1968).  
MARC studied groups of people and reported on them in helpful ways for 
evangelists, missionaries, and churches: “More than anything else, we try to help people 
understand the overall problem and help to uncover God’s strategy for them as they 
attempt to bring the gospel to the whole person.”59 MARC personnel placed great 
emphasis on the role of research and gave counseling to missionaries to determine 
“God’s will” for their organization. MARC was situated within WVI throughout the 
1970s and was concerned with people’s spiritual, physical, emotional, and social needs 
around the world. MARC provided research to enable WVI to be “a more effective 
servant in the hands of God.”60   
                                                 
57 Susan McDonic, “Juggling the Religious and the Secular: World Visions,” in Religion in 
Philanthropic Organizations: Family, Friend, Foe? ed. Thomas J. Davis (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2013), 168, note 4. 
 
58 The Missionary Research Library was a by-product of the Edinburgh 1910 World Missionary 
Conference. Under the leadership of Mott, the library brought together books and pamphlets related to 
missions. In 1976, it was the largest theological library in North America with 555,000 volumes. R. Pierce 
Beaver led the library from 1948 to 1955, and it expanded significantly under his tenure. Allen Kent, 
Harold Lancour, and Jay E. Daily, eds., Encyclopedia of Library and Information Science, vol. 27, 
Scientific and Technical Libraries to Slavic Paleography (New York: Marcel Dekker, Inc., 1979), 224.  
 
59 Missions Advanced Research and Communication Center, “Newsletter,” September 1976, page 
5, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
60 Most employees of WVI had no training in cross-cultural studies or the social sciences. David 
Fraser was the first social scientist hired at MARC and he oversaw world mission projects. He assessed 
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Vatican II and Changes in Catholicism 
While Protestantism struggled to reconcile shifting societal norms with Christian 
faith, the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) helped bring the Roman Catholic Church 
(RCC) into the modern age.61 The Council revolutionized relationships between 
Catholics and other Christians, and between Catholics and non-Christians. Nostra Aetate, 
the declaration on the relation of the church to non-Christian religions, took a positive 
view of other religions. Catholics were encouraged to dialogue with adherents of other 
religions—especially with Jews, after the RCC’s ambiguous position during World War 
II and the Holocaust.62 The Church also redefined the task of mission. Ad Gentes defined 
mission as proclamation, presence, and dialogue. The Church, as a sacrament sent to the 
nations, encouraged the development of indigenous hierarchy overseas and emphasized 
its responsibilities to preach the gospel. Mission activity was central to the church, its 
                                                                                                                                                 
them regarding cultural appropriateness and Christian witness. Fraser also worked on MARC’s unreached 
people profiles that drew him toward Barrett’s work. Fraser and MARC knew that Barrett operated in a 
stronger academic context than they did, and wanted to work with him to avoid duplication of efforts. 
David Fraser (former MARC researcher), in discussion with the author, April 19, 2016. 
 
61 The previous council of the Catholic Church was in 1869. Vatican II had huge implications for 
the growth of Catholicism around the world. Priests could celebrate mass in languages other than Latin for 
the first time, and they faced the congregation instead of having their backs to the congregation, signifying 
that they worshipped with the people instead of performing for them. These and other changes encouraged 
the growth of Catholicism in Africa and strengthened the Church in Latin America against dictatorships 
and Protestant competition. On Vatican II, see Richard R. Gaillardetz and Catherine E. Clifford, Keys to the 
Council: Unlocking the Teaching of Vatican II (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2012); Andrew 
Greeley, The Catholic Revolution: New Wine, Old Wineskins, and the Second Vatican Council (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2004); John O’Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press, 1969). 
 
62 On Catholic-Jewish relations, see Eli Lederhendler, ed., Jews, Catholics, and the Burden of 
History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Gavin D’Costa, Vatican II: Catholic Doctrines on Jews 
& Muslims (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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“greatest and holiest duty.”63 Further, Vatican II encouraged a wave of Catholic 
international ecumenical projects, like the Bilan du Monde’s partnership with the World 
Christian Handbook. The RCC never officially joined the World Council of Churches but 
participated in numerous ecumenical projects.64 In 1965, the Catholic Church co-
sponsored a Joint Working Group with the WCC to discuss issues of cooperation and 
unity.65 The promotion of peace, social welfare, and justice represented a special area of 
concern. The joint commission on Society, Development and Peace (SODEPAX) was a 
prime example. From 1968 to 1983, the General Secretary of the WCC and Cardinal 
President of the Pontifical Commission for Justice and Peace of the RCC chaired the 
commission together. Catholics and members from other WCC churches equally 
composed the commission to discuss social policy and service ministry. SODEPAX 
brought Catholic social thought into the WCC and aimed to promote a common 
ecumenical social ethic.66 
                                                 
63 On Ad Gentes, see Austin Flannery, OP, Vatican II: Ad Gentes Divinitus (Decree on the 
Church’s Missionary Activity) (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1996); Stephen B. Bevans, SVD and 
Jeffrey Gros, FSC, Evangelization and Religious Freedom: Ad Gentes, Dignitatis Humanae (New York: 
Paulist Press, 2009).  
 
64 The RCC is a full member of the Faith and Order Commission. Like its historical predecessor, 
Faith and Order is a platform for developing global, ecumenical theology. See “Commission on Faith and 
Order,” World Council of Churches, accessed February 9, 2017, https://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-
do/faith-and-order. 
 
65 The Joint Working Group still meets on a regular basis. See “JWG with the Roman Catholic 
Church,” World Council of Churches, accessed February 9, 2017, https://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-
do/jwg-with-roman-catholic-church. 
 
66 Theo Tschuy and Lewis S. Mudge, “SODEPAX,” in The Encyclopedia of Christianity, ed. 
Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey William Bromiley (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 
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International Federation of Institutes for Socio-Religious Research 
David Barrett’s main Catholic partner in the World Christian Encyclopedia was 
the International Federation of Institutes for Socio-Religious Research (FERES). FERES 
began as a confessional, Catholic research organization in the French “religious 
sociology” tradition.67 It coordinated international research projects beyond Europe in 
Latin America, Africa, and Asia.68 In 1963, FERES completed a series of joint 
documentary projects with the Institute of Social Studies (ISS) at The Hague with 
                                                 
67 Initially, Catholic clergy were the keepers of the French sociological tradition, not sociologists 
“proper.” Their studies encouraged more effective pastoral work and French religious sociologists 
developed an increasingly sophisticated quantitative analysis of religiosity. See F. Absalom, “History of the 
Sociology of Religion,” in The Social Sciences and the Churches, ed. C. L. Mitton (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1972), 133. 
French religious sociology (sociologie religieuse) began in 1931 by Gabriel Le Bras (1891–1970), 
a professor of canon law who promoted religious sociology in France and throughout Europe. He worked 
alone for many years and made interdisciplinary appeals for a greater understanding of religion in French 
life. Le Bras played a major role in the move from a classical sociological study of religion—Durkheim, 
Marx, Weber—to a more practical sociological approach, especially regarding statistics. In 1954, he 
founded the Group for the Sociology of Religion in Paris, which was criticized for over-emphasizing 
religious demography. His work was more like a religious census than a sociological survey and made use 
of local studies, diocesan research, and university theses, in addition to historical and sociological projects. 
Some sociologists dismissed this work as mere head-counting, but their critique ignored the important 
implications of collecting and interpreting statistical information that significantly contributed to 
sociological understandings of religious beliefs and institutions. Despite criticism that Le Bras’ work was 
too narrow, he did help to establish methodological norms that aimed toward a neutral research approach. 
See Joan Brothers, ed., Readings in the Sociology of Religion (London: Pergamon Press, 1967), 12; Gabriel 
Le Bras, “Statistique et histoire religieuse. Pour un examen détaillé et pour une explication historique de 
l’état du Catholicisme dans les diverses regions de la France,” Revue d’histoire de l’église de France 17 
(1931): 425–449; Roberto Cipriani, “Sociology of Religion in Europe,” in Routledge Handbook of 
European Sociology, ed. Sokratis Koniordos and Alexandros-Andreas Kyrtsis (London: Routledge, 2014), 
160; Gabriel Le Bras, Études de sociologie religieuse (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1955); 
Gabriel Le Bras, Aspects de la sociologie française (Paris: Editions Ouvrieres, 1966). 
 
68 William Kulp, “Sociology of Religion: A Bibliographic Essay,” Collection Building 4, no. 3 
(1982): 10. 
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funding from the Ford Foundation.69 These joint Protestant/Catholic research studies 
were under the direction of Egbert de Vries (1901–1994) of the ISS and François Houtart 
(1925–) of FERES. Each study covered a specific aspect of Catholic/Protestant relations 
surrounding a social problem, such as the socio-economic development of education in 
Catholic versus Protestant schools in Colombia. The studies further evaluated education, 
health, and social action in various countries and regions using statistical sources.70  
Between 1960 and 1967, FERES took control of the journal Social Compass. The 
Catholic Social-Ecclesiastical Institute (KSKI) founded Social Compass in 1953 in the 
Netherlands under the direction of George Zeegers. It provided a window into French 
sociology at the time.71 Social Compass moved away from sociographical descriptions 
and observations of the institutional Catholic Church to produce sociological studies of 
Catholicism. It provided sociological interpretations of the Church as a social system and 
was influential for the Bilan du Monde.72 The journal combated creeping secularism and 
                                                 
69 The Institute of Social Studies began in 1952 in the spirit of European reconstruction post-
World War II. The ISS began as a post-graduate English-language institution to bring Dutch knowledge to 
higher education concerned with issues of societal development. In 1956, the ISS came under the 
leadership of Egbert de Vries, an agricultural scientist who worked in Indonesia at the end of the Dutch 
colonial enterprise. He led the ISS from 1956 to 1966. See “A Brief History of ISS,” International Institute 
of Social Studies, accessed February 9, 2017, https://www.iss.nl/about_iss/history/a_brief_history_of_iss/; 
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70 Allan J. Gottneid, ed., Church and Education in Tanzania (Nairobi: East African Publishing 
House, 1976), vi. 
 
71 As an official research organization of the Dutch Catholic Church, KSKI’s purpose was to study 
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represented one of the Catholic Church’s attempts to grapple with modernity, just a 
decade before the Second Vatican Council. Social science had a practical purpose of 
serving the Church, what Mejido called a “sociography of Catholicism,” caught between 
theology and sociology.73 The journal’s attachment to the Church prevented it from full 
acceptance in academia. However, while under the umbrella of FERES, Social Compass 
developed a distinctly international perspective, born from a concern for Catholics living 
in difficult situations around the world, including the “mission areas.”74 Africa was the 
largest of these mission areas and there were still concerns that Africa would turn 
communist instead of Christian.75 
 
Bilan du Monde 
In many ways, the Bilan du Monde was for Catholicism what the World Christian 
Handbook was for Protestantism. Its purpose was to illustrate how the Catholic Church 
and the world interacted with one another.76 There was a clear progression of the Bilan du 
Monde: the first edition focused on Catholicism, whereas the second edition incorporated 
and highlighted non-Catholic groups as well. The “third edition”—joint with the World 
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74 Ibid., 30. 
 
75 Observers feared that if one country in a region became Communist, others would follow suit in 
a “domino effect.” Some authoritarian governments were established in the complexities of decolonization 
in sub-Saharan Africa. Some were merely pro-Communist governments, like in Tanzania (1961–1964) and 
Zambia (1964). Others were more explicitly Marxist-Leninist, such as Angola (1975), Mozambique (1975), 
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76 Église Vivante and la Fédération International des Instituts de Recherches Sociales et Socio-
Religieuses, Bilan du Monde (Lille: Casterman, 1964), I:7. 
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Christian Handbook—was planned as a thoroughly ecumenical representation of both 
Catholic and non-Catholic groups. The Centre de Recherches Socio Religieuses 
(Brussels) and the center Église Vivante (Louvain, “living church”) published the first 
edition of the Bilan du Monde in 1958–1960.77 The two-volume set took a decisively 
sociological and academic perspective in presenting the contemporary state of 
Catholicism in the world. The book focused on three levels of the church: (1) 
universal/global; (2) geographical/cultural groups; and (3) country. Each of the three 
sections consisted of two parts, (1) the social state and cultural state; and (2) the presence 
of the church.  
The Bilan du Monde utilized a wide range of primary source material to create a 
picture of the church in its global context.78 BM relied on international data from the 
United Nations, including the Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). The book referenced 
annual yearbooks of the United Nations, the Statesman’s Yearbook, and statistical 
yearbooks of specific countries, as well as publications of private international 
organizations. Protestant data came from the 1952 edition of the World Christian 
Handbook and the Student Volunteer Movement’s A Christian Year Book (1947 edition). 
Jewish data came from the American Jewish Yearbook and Muslim data from the Muslim 
                                                 
77 The Centre de Recherches Socio-Religieuses was affiliated to FERES. François Houtart served 
as executive secretary and later, vice-president. See Centre de Recherches Socio-Religieuses, Bilan du 
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World Yearbook, in four editions. Catholic data sources included Annuario Pontificio, 
national Catholic yearbooks, and various Catholic press agencies. There were still gaps in 
the data despite a range of sources. Like in the WCH, readers were invited to inform the 
editors of missing data. The treatment of statistics was far less apologetic than the World 
Christian Handbook, but still, the editors acknowledged the limitations of data on 
religion.   
The Bilan du Monde was far more comprehensive than the WCH regarding its 
geographical representation of Christianity. The first section of Volume I covered the 
global context of the church including global population statistics, urbanization, 
migration and refugees, science, and technology, in addition to the status of lesser-
developed nations. It provided a sociological introduction to the history of the church 
from Jesus and his disciples to the contemporary Catholic Church. It covered popes and 
ecumenical councils, the organization of the church, missions, liturgy, theological 
education, Catholic publishers, and other topics. Volume II was released a full year after 
Volume I, even though they were part of the same edition. The authors, by their 
admission, had grossly underestimated the amount of time it would take to compile 
statistics of the church in every country of the world. They thought perhaps a lack of 
experience in this kind of research contributed to the delay, as well as the realization that 
adding just a few extra lines to an entry required several hours of work.79 They also did 
not foresee that some findings of their statistical research could not be retained in the 
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volume because sources conflicted. Editors hoped that readers would dialogue with them 
concerning gaps in the data and accuracy of statistics.80 
The second volume consisted of analyses of every country in the world. The 
country entries were similar in format from one to another but varied based on the 
availability of data and the size of the country. The first section of each article included 
“secular” data, including a section for social and cultural contexts. The “secular data” 
section included brief descriptions of the country’s geography and history, followed by a 
section on political institutions. The demographic section included the country’s 
population, vital statistics, and ethnic groups, followed by economics, education, and then 
finally religion. The religion section in most entries included only a brief overview of the 
number of adherents of non-Catholic groups but a much more substantial treatment of the 
Catholic Church. Each country entry chronicled events in the history of Catholicism, 
followed by an illustration of the contemporary situation with lists of dioceses, personnel, 
baptisms, and other quantifiable aspects of Catholic life. The bulk of the Catholic section 
covered Catholic activities in the country such as political involvement, religious 
formation, charity work, social action, and education. In some large, majority-Catholic 
nations—such as Chile, Colombia, and Ireland—tables reported statistics for each 
diocese on an assortment of variables related to Catholic Church life. 
Both volumes of the second edition of the Bilan du Monde were released in 1964. 
The second edition covered the same three spheres as the first—global, 
geographical/cultural, and country—with additional chapters and articles in Volume I on 
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subjects such as Vatican II, the catechesis movement, pressing issues of the “third 
world,”81 and geographical groups. The second volume of statistical variables was 
expanded to give more attention to worldwide statistics on Catholicism and other 
Christian confessions. The emphasis on non-Catholic Christians was significant 
considering the changes of post-Vatican-II Catholicism. 
The second edition of the BM was more ecumenical than the first and reflected an 
overall shift in the Catholic Church toward ecumenism.82 The binary structure of the 
country articles in the first edition consisted of (1) social/cultural and (2) Catholic 
Church. The second edition replaced this binary structure with a three-section 
breakdown: (1) social/cultural; (2) Catholic Church; and (3) other Christians. Despite 
increased attention to non-Catholic groups, the inclusion of this information revealed a 
consistent—and expected—Catholic bias. Each country included a section for 
“Protestants and sects” with history and statistics, but those sections presented Protestant 
groups through a Catholic lens. For example, the Sweden entry contained very little 
information about Lutherans, despite representing 90% of the population.83 Overall, the 
                                                 
81 The term “third world” arose during the Cold War to signify countries aligned neither with the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) nor the Eastern bloc states. The First World consisted of the 
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edition. The Centre Église Vivante and Fédération International des Instituts de Recherches Sociales et 
Socio-Religieuses (FERES) produced the second edition. FERES was the more ecumenical, international 
organization. 
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commentary on Protestantism was more vague than that on Catholicism in the second 
edition country articles. 
 
World Christian Handbook Analysis 
The Bilan du Monde (BM) and the World Christian Handbook (WCH) were the 
most immediate predecessors of the World Christian Encyclopedia. World Dominion 
Press published the first four editions of the WCH with support from the Survey 
Application Trust under the umbrella of the World Dominion Movement.84 The WCH 
appeared in five editions: 1949, 1952, 1957, 1962, and 1968. Initially, the editors desired 
to produce the WCH every two or three years, but this only happened from the first to 
second editions. After realizing the massive amount of work required to update each 
edition, the remaining editions were spaced every five or six years. The content of each 
edition followed a similar formula. The edition’s introduction was followed by 
contributed essays and the statistical section that consisted of an introductory note and 
tables by continents and countries. Each edition ended with a directory section with 
names and addresses of churches, missions, and international Christian organizations.   
The three main features of each World Christian Handbook were essays, 
statistics, and directories. Of all the editions, the first (1949) contained significantly more 
essays. Its 36 essays were organized geographically and covered Europe, the Americas, 
Asia, Africa, and Australasia. The contributions were uneven in the sense that some 
                                                 
84 The International Missionary Council and the World Council of Churches cooperated with 
World Dominion Press in support of the WCH. Each offered support for the project and helped to collect 
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essays were about religion in a country, others about the churches, others specifically 
about evangelical churches, and yet others, about mission. This edition omitted an essay 
on the world church, though one appeared in subsequent editions.  
In the second edition (1952), Bingle’s global commentary, “The World Mission 
of the Church—A Survey,” replaced the detailed country-level essays of the first edition. 
The second edition contained eight essays that lacked a unifying theme, with a mixture of 
topical essays and geographical essays. The geographical chapters covered the USSR; 
Romania, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia; Orthodoxy in the Middle East; the ecumenical 
movement; and the Roman Catholic Church. The editors tried to cover certain omissions 
from the first edition, especially the ecumenical movement since the founding assembly 
of the World Council of Churches in 1948, and more information on Catholicism and 
Orthodoxy.85 
The third edition (1962) omitted the essays completely, citing the rising cost of 
editing and publishing the WCH. The advisory board came to believe that there were 
many other places for people to obtain the kind of information presented in these 
contributions and thus were no longer needed.86 However, the introductory articles of 
1949 and 1952 omitted in 1957 for cost purposes were restored in the 1962 edition after 
the board received feedback that readers wanted these essays. The essays in the fourth 
(1962) edition were broad and covered continents or regions (Europe, Asia, sub-Saharan 
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Africa), issues in missions (encounter with other religions, missions and unity), and non-
Protestant religious traditions (Islam, Catholicism). 
 
Statistics in the World Christian Handbook 
Three primary issues related to statistics plagued the World Christian Handbook: 
understandings of church membership, definitional issues, and obtaining reliable data. 
Church “membership” was on a spectrum that ranged from nominal adherents to regular 
worship service attendees.87 Questions on religion in government censuses and polls 
measured self-identification, not belief or practice.88 Thus, “adherents” of a religion 
included the total community associated in any way with a movement. Children, infants, 
and people who might be considered “nominal” by others within the movement counted 
as members.89 Denominations typically held a narrower definition of “membership,” 
limiting it to confirmed adults or adults with communicant status. Some churches limited 
it further and only included active participants or church attendees.90 Catholic, Protestant, 
and Orthodox churches all had different parameters for membership. For Catholics, the 
Vatican counted only baptized Catholics and catechumens known to its parishes and 
priests. The same was true for Orthodox churches. Protestant church membership varied 
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by denomination. For example, paedo-baptist traditions such as Lutherans, Episcopalians, 
and Presbyterians included children in their membership figures while credo-baptist 
traditions such as Baptists, Holiness churches, and Pentecostals did not. The WCH 
revealed a Protestant bias against the Catholic and Orthodox understanding of 
membership in that it provided much more detail on small Protestant denominations than 
on large Catholic and Orthodox populations.  
Beyond membership, it was difficult to arrive at standardized definitions for other 
variables across Christian traditions. In 1965, Barrett began a long-lasting relationship by 
correspondence with Donald McGavran, who weighed in on definitional problems. 
Barrett offered his services to McGavran, citing his wide network of scholarly contacts in 
Africa, including Catholic missiologists.91 He offered to set up standard definitions to use 
when collecting statistical data from missions and churches all over the world. As 
McGavran planned to move the Institute of Church Growth from Northwest Christian 
College (Eugene, OR) to Fuller Theological Seminary (Pasadena, CA), he invited Barrett 
to Fuller to set up standardized definitions and statistical forms that could be used by all 
branches of the church in the interest of “ecumenical statistical definitions and 
procedures.”92 While McGavran favored Barrett’s proposal, Coxill was less optimistic. 
He stated, “We share your concern for the drawing up of standards and definitions for 
statistics. We have had many conferences and discussions on this subject on both sides of 
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the Atlantic. No formula has yet been discovered that satisfies everyone…It is most 
difficult, if not impossible, for Church membership to be comparable when envisaged, for 
example, by some Evangelicals and some Roman Catholics. We ourselves would 
welcome an ecumenical ruling on such a problem.”93  
Obtaining reliable data on religious affiliation was always challenging. Each 
edition of the WCH drew attention to this difficulty, and the tone concerning statistics in 
1949 set the stage for subsequent editions. Bingle highlighted the strengths and 
weaknesses of statistics, but overall the statistical introduction took an apologetic stance 
concerning the use and trustworthiness of Christian statistics. Statistics were “despised” 
and notoriously unreliable. Readers should take caution in trusting them, despite their 
potential, though limited, benefits. Bingle presented four subject areas that the statistical 
section aimed to highlight: (1) the size of the global Christian community; (2) the 
distribution of Christianity in particular geographic areas; (3) the growth or decline of 
Christianity; and (4) church involvement in mission and other Christian activities. In each 
area, Bingle included both purpose and caution. For example, large figures for the 
number of Christians in the world were “notoriously inexact and unreliable,” though still 
able to correct preconceived notions.94 Big numbers could amend one’s sense of 
proportion, even “without being meticulously accurate.”95 More precise data existed on 
the country level, he claimed, but the WCH was only able to include what the churches 
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reported, and standards varied wildly from one church to another. Assessing the growth 
and decline of Christianity over time was dependent on figures reported in past 
publications such as the World Missionary Atlas (1925) and Interpretive Statistical 
Survey of the World Mission of the Christian Church (1938), but these statistics were 
neither free from error nor completely comparable. Even figures that were not equally 
reliable, however, could provide a general idea of advance and decline.96 Bingle 
presented another two cautions regarding Christian statistics, reiterated in subsequent 
editions. First, statistical data were no better than the sources from which they came; that 
is, some sources were unreliable but in many cases represented the only material 
available. Second, the figures provided were not sufficient and too general to form a basis 
for policy or strategy. The WCH’s statistics were only useful for providing a basis for 
general understanding and make useful generalizations for those concerned with the state 
of Christianity in the world.97 
Grubb named other limitations of the WCH in addition to disclaimers about 
statistics. The book purposely did not thoroughly cover Catholic or Orthodox churches 
because of limitations of space and lack of material.98 Out of 198 countries listed in the 
1949 United Nations Demographic Yearbook, the statistical section of the first edition of 
the WCH contained information for 125 countries, colonies, and territories for 
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Protestants, 56 for Catholics, and 12 for Orthodox.99 The book also did not provide 
interpretation of the statistics.100 
The statistical section for the second edition (1952) was compiled along the same 
lines as the first, with some modifications and expansions. Editors omitted the earlier 
tables relating to 1925 and 1938. Most significantly, this edition also omitted totals for all 
tables. Editors believed that the margin of error was too large for these numbers to be 
trustworthy.101 The number of places for which the WCH team found it impossible to 
provide data increased from the 1949 edition. In those cases, they provided the latest 
available figures, although those figures likely did not indicate the current situation. The 
1952 edition included more data on Catholics and Orthodox—the second edition 
consisted of 129 countries and territories for Protestants, 139 for Catholics, and 31 for 
Orthodox. The world Christian statistics section included a line that appeared in 
subsequent editions: “The total number of Christians is thought to be in the region of 700 
millions but this figure is obviously not open to any rigorous check.”102 This statement 
highlighted the deep-seated mistrust of large numbers. Further, the statement illustrated 
how, despite a long tradition of studying and quantifying Christianity, even the experts 
had little idea how many Christians were in the world. Further, no one, to their 
knowledge, had ever taken the opportunity to investigate it rigorously. 
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The editors continued to encounter problems obtaining data from churches for the 
third edition (1957). Missions and churches frequently did not respond to questionnaires, 
and some even still believed that counting their members was sinful.103 Grubb 
highlighted the changing nature of church and mission organizations in the world and the 
impact of these changes on data-gathering. Western missionaries in Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America turned away from providing social services. They engaged in church-
focused work and thus had less time or opportunity to keep statistics. “Mature” and 
“advanced” organizations could keep track of members and activities, whereas smaller 
churches could not. Overall, obtaining precise information on the growth of the church 
was difficult, as was getting information on closed places like the USSR.104  
The third edition included Protestant data for 128 countries, Catholic data for 142, 
Orthodox data for 32, and religion data for 52. The editors added the table totals back into 
this edition in response to user feedback, despite a large margin of error for these figures. 
The major addition to the statistical section in the third edition was a section for Jewish 
statistics and another for “other religions.” Jewish figures came from the American 
Jewish Year Book 1957, a highly reliable and long-running source. Data for other 
religions was from the United Nations Demographic Yearbook 1956, which included, for 
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the first time, aggregate totals of adherents of world religions from government 
population censuses carried out between 1945 and 1955.105 The religion table was 
uneven, however. For example, in the Philippines, figures were provided for Muslims and 
Buddhists, but no information for Hindus or adherents of other religions. The table did 
provide world totals for Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, Confucianists, Shintoists, and 
Taoists, but with the qualifier that “estimates of World Totals differ so widely that it is 
impossible to print any authoritative figures.”106 
The fourth edition’s (1962) statistical section gave preference to data provided 
directly from churches, missions, and organizations over census or other government 
data. When church or governmental data was unavailable, the editors relied on yearbooks 
and other sources. If no new data was available whatsoever, the figure from 1957 was re-
quoted, or the editors provided an educated guess.107 In this edition, the editors followed 
more closely the geographic divisions of the world set out by the United Nations in the 
1959 demographic yearbook, which also served as the guide for population sources. 
Thus, more countries were represented, at least in the Protestant analysis. The tables 
included 150 countries for Protestants, 137 for Catholics, and 37 for Orthodox. Other 
additions included data on theological schools and Bible training schools, as well as 
hand-drawn maps of each continent. 
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None of the Handbooks contained statistical information for all Protestants, 
Catholics, and Orthodox in every country of the world. The coverage of Catholic data 
improved significantly from the 1949 edition to 1968, when the editors reported data 
from Annuario Pontificio. Orthodox coverage overall appeared minimal, with only 
around a quarter of the world’s countries included in the Orthodox table in WCH 1962. 
However, the coverage of Orthodox in WCH 1962 represented nearly all Orthodox 
Christians in that year.108 Despite such good coverage in WCH 1962, the WCH 1968 did 
not include any statistics on Orthodox Christianity. 
During preparations for the fifth edition (1968), Coxill and Grubb ran into 
consistent problems in obtaining church statistics. By January 1966 they received 700 
replies to the WCH questionnaire—a good number—but unfortunately, the data were 
only helpful for the directory section, not the statistical section. Many respondents did not 
reply at all to that portion of the survey either because they did not know the statistics, 
had no way of finding out, or refused based on principle. Coxill and Grubb also thought 
that newly independent churches, such as those in Africa, had no way of obtaining 
statistics and it was notoriously difficult to communicate with them. Coxill claimed it was 
impossible to have a classification equally understood by everyone and applicable across 
all kinds of churches. He further characterized Catholic and Orthodox statistics as 
“unreliable.”109 David Barrett understood the difficulties Coxill described. Throughout 
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1966 he received hundreds of letters from Christians in Ethiopia, Sudan, Central African 
Republic, the Congo, Uganda, Egypt, Swaziland, and other African countries while 
conducting his survey on evangelization in West Africa for the World Council of 
Churches.110 Some could provide detailed figures, others were not able to provide 
anything at all, and some sent what they had but were not sure of the quality. Further, 
some indigenous pastors saw no value in what they deemed a “Western” system of 
statistics and thus provided any figures that seemed right, which were more like broad 
guesses.111 
 
World Christian Handbook 1968 
Lutterworth Press published the fifth edition of the World Christian Handbook 
(1968) for the Survey Application Trust. Frank Wilson Price of the Missionary Research 
Library in New York wrote the world Christian statistics article. He cited a new, 
twentieth-century interest in statistics spurred by the modern missionary movement, the 
spread of Christianity around the world, advances in inter-church cooperation, meetings 
of international Christian conferences, the growing attention of governments to censuses, 
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and world population growth.112 Price’s article outlined the difficulties in collecting 
worldwide church statistics and made suggestions for moving forward in the task. Not all 
churches kept adequate records, especially “younger churches” that lacked the personnel, 
time, or experience to undertake the kind of necessary research. A lack of uniform 
terminology made the task exceedingly difficult and resulted in significant discrepancies. 
He suggested that researchers needed to work on obtaining more primary source material 
and move away from written questionnaires.  
More research went into the fifth edition than previous editions. Feedback from 
the 1962 edition led to a greater number of questionnaires sent. The additional research 
resulted in a more comprehensive directory section, comparative statistics between 
Protestants and Catholics, and global estimates for larger Protestant denominations. The 
book provided Protestant statistics for 159 countries and Catholic statistics for 190; 
Orthodox statistics were not listed by country. Catholic statistics were more detailed and 
sourced directly from the Institute of Social Studies (ISS) and the International 
Federation of Institutes for Socio-Religious Research (FERES). Furthermore, the religion 
by country table split out Confucianists from other religions, and the book offered a new 
continental table for Muslims, Shinto, Taoists, Confucianists, Buddhists, Hindus, 
Zoroastrians, and others. 
David Barrett corresponded with Kenneth Grubb and H. Wakelin Coxill during 
the preparation of the fifth edition. His parallel research on evangelization in Africa 
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allowed him to piggyback off Grubb and Coxill’s work.113 For example, he used the 
WCH office to send out his tribal questionnaire that resulted in a higher response rate 
than if he had sent it from Nairobi. He found that many people were interested in the next 
edition of the Handbook, especially from the viewpoint of the “science of missions.”114 
Barrett analyzed WCH 1962 data in his dissertation at Columbia University and knew 
about its statistical shortcomings.115 He claimed, “Their past efforts have been so bungled 
that they have grossly overestimated the Christian population of numerous African 
countries.”116 He provided the example of Ghana, where the WCH 1962 listed the Ewe 
Presbyterian Church, the Evangelical Presbyterian Church, and the Bremen Mission 
separately, each with huge membership figures. However, the editors misunderstood that 
these groups were all the same. Part of Barrett’s contribution to WCH 1968 was a new, 
detailed statistical table on African Independent Churches (AICs). Barrett also 
contributed an article on AICs as well as collected, examined, and checked other 
religious statistics for Africa.117 He was adamant that AICs had to be treated impartially 
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in the book as genuine churches just like other kinds of Christian churches. He also 
argued for the appellation “African Independent Churches” over “separatists”—a loaded 
term—or “Protestant,” a misleading label. He advocated for a factual survey and 
introduction in the WCH 1968 over theological commentary. He wanted to make “a 
positive statement treating them in a matter-of-fact way rather than as a weird and 
unwelcome phenomena.”118 
Barrett’s optimism was in stark contrast to Coxill’s pessimism and the historical 
pessimism regarding statistics in the World Christian Handbook tradition. Barrett 
believed in the reliability of church statistics and thought they were more valuable than 
researchers, including Coxill, had expressed in the past. He found that churches more 
carefully collected statistics compared to governments, and even educated guesses by 
missionaries were relatively accurate and even essential when no other data were 
available.119 
The future of the WCH was uncertain at the time of the fifth edition’s publication. 
World Dominion Press and Survey Application Trust closed. Price suggested it was time 
to create a worldwide cooperative agency to gather and make available information to 
further world mission.120 Grubb stated, “It is not possible to say whether the Handbook 
will have a future in any other form,” and he described a proposal to develop an 
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international trust to collect statistics from all Christian churches.121 In an addendum to 
the Preface dated July 28, 1967, Grubb described in further detail the proposed future of 
the WCH:  
On the initiative of the Institute for Social Studies at The Hague, and with the 
collaboration of the World Council of Churches and of FERES, a leading Roman 
Catholic Research Centre concerned hitherto with the publication of the Bilan du 
Monde, a small international body of Trustees has been set up to establish a 
Documentation centre on the work of the Churches…One of the main tasks of the 
new centre will probably be an attempt to publish a successor to the World 
Christian Handbook and the Bilan du Monde together.122 
 
It is unclear at exactly what point Grubb and Coxill turned the World Christian 
Handbook over to Barrett. Neither wanted to continue with a sixth edition. Grubb made it 
abundantly clear in 1969 that he wanted no part in the next edition of the WCH when Ed 
Dayton mistakenly listed him as an editor in a MARC newsletter.123 Barrett smoothed 
things over and Grubb accepted the title of editor emeritus but had no intention to follow 
its preparation closely. Houtart expressed his appreciation to Grubb: “You know how we 
all appreciated the fact that you accepted the continuation of your work by a new team. It 
is thanks to your broadness of view and your profound and kind spirit of collaboration 
that this has been possible. You have been at the origin of the WCH, and I personally feel 
that we must keep a link between your initiative and the output of the new team.”124 The 
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sixth edition of the World Christian Handbook was due for release in 1971. The eventual 
publication date was 1982, and the product was an encyclopedia, not a handbook. Many 
different factors contributed to the delay of the book and its shift in content, tone, and 
audience.  
In 1964, Barrett received a memorandum with proposals by Bishop Lesslie 
Newbigin (1909–1998) concerning the fifth edition of the World Christian Handbook. 
Newbigin served as Associate General Secretary of the World Council of Churches and 
oversaw the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism. He envisioned a publication 
that would combine the World Christian Handbook and Bilan du Monde. The book 
would serve as a directory of Christian work in the world, under the auspices of an ad hoc 
body, independent of the control of both the Vatican and the World Council of Churches. 
It would be more social scientific-oriented and held accountable to the Institute of Social 
Studies at The Hague and the Centre de Recherches Socio Religieuses in Brussels. He 
proposed that a “statistics consultation” be held in Geneva in 1964 with Kenneth Grubb 
(who could not attend but was replaced by Coxill), François Houtart of the Centre de 
Recherches Socio Religieuses, and Egbert de Vries of the Institute of Social Studies.125  
The Survey Application Trust did not support the proposed BM/WCH 
combination project. There was a big difference in language, purpose, audience, and cost 
between the two publications. BM contained a lot of information arguably not necessary 
for the audience of the WCH, including information on geography, history, population, 
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agriculture, industry, and political, economic, and social institutions. BM also contained 
little about Protestant work and statistics and, in some countries, omitted Protestants 
entirely. The WCH was more minimalistic to keep costs down and provided the least 
amount of information needed by its target audience. The Survey Application Trust found 
that the statistics in the WCH were very different from those needed by Catholics. The 
trustees of the World Christian Handbook also did not agree at that time to support a joint 
publication incorporating Bilan du Monde. It was the intent of the trustees to publish one 
more edition of the WCH along similar lines of previous editions.126 Thus, WCH 1968 
included several articles, a directory section with addresses of Protestant churches, 
missions, and organizations throughout the world, and a statistical section. Although the 
trustees turned down Newbigin’s proposal, they did express willingness to cooperate in 
collecting Christian statistics, and share their findings with the Centre de Recherches 
Socio Religieuses and the Institute of Social Studies, if they, too, were willing to share. 
They also agreed to keep in touch with Brussels and The Hague to later consider a joint 
publication.  
 
Proposed Sixth Edition of the World Christian Handbook 
The sixth edition of the World Christian Handbook was the combined WCH/BM 
project—the book Barrett turned into the World Christian Encyclopedia.127 However, the 
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joint venture was not David Barrett’s idea, it was Lesslie Newbigin’s. Newbigin had a 
decades-long career in the International Missionary Council and its eventual merger with 
the World Council of Churches. The IMC was a research-oriented body from its start, and 
it made sense that Newbigin would want to see a joint Catholic/Protestant handbook on 
Christianity and mission worldwide. Barrett and Newbigin had known each other for 
several years—Newbigin nominated Barrett for study at Union Theological Seminary for 
his Master’s program in 1962.128 He also chose Barrett to join the West Africa survey of 
the World Council of Churches in 1964,129 as he was familiar with Barrett’s 
comprehensive work in quantifying new African Christian groups in his doctoral studies 
at Columbia University. Barrett was the kind of younger leader who embodied both 
ecumenism and evangelicalism: British, Anglican, missionary, social scientist, and expert 
in newly-emerging Christianity in Africa. By January 1968, Barrett was deeply involved 
in the World Christian Handbook and poised for continuing the tradition and preparing 
the next edition.  
 
Research Centers and Personnel 
Three research institutions on three continents that represented three different 
Christian confessions came together to produce the next WCH/WCE: the Unit of 
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Research of the Church of the Province of Kenya (Nairobi, Kenya; Anglican); the 
International Federation of Institutes for Socio-Religious Research (FERES; Louvain-la-
Neuve, Belgium; Catholic); and the Missions Advanced Research and Communication 
Center (MARC; Monrovia, California, USA; nondenominational evangelical 
Protestant).130 Each organization brought to the table different intellectual frameworks, 
personnel, theological leanings, and purposes for researching religious affiliation 
worldwide.  
Barrett was the head of the Unit of Research from its inception in 1965 until his 
departure from Kenya in 1985, when the Unit closed. Barrett’s staff was irregular over its 
20-year history, and most of that time was dedicated to producing the World Christian 
Encyclopedia. Some personnel were funded by donations to the Unit, whereas others 
were supported from elsewhere, usually as missionaries sent from their denominational 
sending boards. In the Unit’s first year (1965–1966) the staff consisted of David Barrett, 
Secretary for Research; David George, Research Associate; David Aoko, Research 
Assistant; Johnson Nokoro and James Kimani, part-time Research Assistants; and F.A. 
Blake, secretary. Some theological students served as volunteers on various projects.131 In 
1969, personnel included Bethuel Kiplagat, a Kenyan sociologist and Anglican layman; 
Don Jacobs, a Mennonite bishop and anthropologist; and a Catholic priest/sociologist 
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 131 Unit of Research, Church of the Province of East Africa, “Annual Report July 1965–
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from Tanzania.132 From 1975 to 1985 the Unit employed an African research assistant, 
Philip Omondi.133 In April 1971, Barrett requested of the United Methodist Board of 
Global Ministries for Malcolm McVeigh to join the Unit of Research in Nairobi. The 
Unit officially sponsored him and McVeigh served as a visiting lecturer at the University 
of Nairobi as well as worked on the Kenya Churches Handbook and World Christian 
Handbook/Encyclopedia. McVeigh remained in Kenya until 1976. During his five-year 
service with the Unit of Research, McVeigh helped translate, write, and edit 222 articles 
that described the religious situation in every country of the world—the core of the World 
Christian Encyclopedia—and sole-authored each country’s church and state section.134 
The team in Louvain at FERES was under the direction of François Houtart, a 
Belgian Marxist sociologist and Catholic priest. During his time working on the 
WCH/WCE, Houtart was chief editor of Social Compass, directed many research projects 
and studies for FERES, and was a professor of sociology at the Catholic University of 
Brussels. Houtart was a consultant at the Second Vatican Council but also extremely 
critical of the Catholic hierarchy. He sympathized with revolutionary movements around 
the world, especially in Latin America, Vietnam, and recently liberated nations from 
Portuguese colonial rule. Much of his scholarship was devoted to the role of the Catholic 
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Church during times of social and political upheaval. His sociological work uncovered 
the conditions in which religious institutions intersected with politics.135 Georges Deroy 
and Jean Bruls, fellow Catholic researchers, worked with him on the WCH/WCE. Deroy 
wrote his dissertation at the University of Louvain on African Christianity in 1966 and 
worked to collect new information on Catholicism.136 He also wrote most of the first 
drafts of country articles for the WCH/WCE (in French). Bruls was editor of the magazine 
Eglise Vivante and produced literature on the problems of the church’s missionary work, 
as well as on other missiological themes, particularly missionary clergy.137  
The third team involved in the next edition of the WCH/WCE was the Missions 
Advanced Research and Communication Center (MARC) under the direction of Ed 
Dayton. Barrett and Dayton’s relationship began in August 1967 when Kenneth J. Turner 
sent Barrett’s prayer letter of Christmas 1966-Pentecost 1967 and an outline of Barrett’s 
“Research Methods and Church’s Mission” from 1966 to Dayton. Dayton expressed great 
interest in Barrett’s work.138 Dayton and Barrett’s relationship was based on their shared 
vision for computerization and electronic information resources to enhance the 
                                                 
135 Roberto Cipriani, Sociology of Religion: An Historical Introduction, trans. Laura Ferrarotti 
(New York: Aldine de Grutyer, 2000), 151–152. 
 
136 Georges Deroy, “Présence Africaine et Christianisme Africain” (Ph.D. diss, Louvain 
University, 1966). 
 
137 Jean Bruls, Propos sur le Clergé Missionnaire (Leuven: Eglise Vivante, 1963); Jean Bruls, “Un 
Nouveau Regard de l’Église Catholique: La Déclaration Concillaire ‘Nostra aetate,’” Lumiére et Vie, 80 
(Novembre-Décembre 1966): 63. 
 
138 Ed Dayton (MARC) to David Barrett, August 8, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
  
259 
effectiveness of Christian agencies involved in world mission.139 The Unit of Research 
and MARC engaged in very similar work, except that MARC had substantially more 
resources and advanced technology.140 Dayton found Barrett a “strong, evangelical 
Christian operating on the basis that all truth is God’s truth.”141 This was the start of a 
relationship that would end up strained over the next 15 years. Ed Dayton and his team at 
MARC processed data for the World Christian Handbook. MARC also compiled a 
master list of names and addresses of Christian organizations based on previous editions 
of the WCH, constructed a new questionnaire, mailed the cover letter of the 
questionnaire, followed up on no-returns, wrote the computer program to store, compile, 
and print data, analyzed returns, produced data for the publisher, and maintained data for 
sale or future use.142  
 
World Christian Handbook 1971 
In 1968, the torch was officially passed from Grubb and Coxill to Barrett and 
Houtart to produce the sixth edition of the World Christian Handbook.143 Barrett, 
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Houtart, Coxill, and Dayton decided the sixth edition of the WCH would be a massive 
1,000-page paperback directory of the world’s churches. Barrett envisioned five editions 
in what he considered the “global” languages: English, French, German, Spanish, and 
Italian. The initial timeline had the book in print by 1971 and in 1969 Barrett and Houtart 
worked out a provisional agreement with The Macmillan Company, New York, to 
publish the book. Macmillan saw a large market in the United States and an “invaluable” 
ecumenical impact, largely due to the many new departments of religion founded in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s.144 The contracts from Macmillan were received in October 
1969 and the English manuscript was due December 31, 1970.145 David Barrett, Malcolm 
McVeigh, François Houtart, and Georges Deroy served as editors.146 
The sixth edition of the World Christian Handbook aimed to serve as a basic 
reference work to detail Christianity in its contemporary settings and functions within 
society. Editors desired to collect information on all churches in the world and present 
new data in systematic and analytical ways. They imagined pairing quantitative and 
qualitative approaches by including statistics chosen from the most reliable sources and 
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placing statistical evidence within the framework of secular data.147 The advisory 
committee described several characteristics of the book in 1971.148 It was ecumenical in 
nature through the joint contributions of FERES and the WCC, and international in nature 
through the contacts made with 222 countries representing over 10,000 local churches 
and religious movements. The WCH was objective: “By using empirical methods, the 
authors hope to place themselves beyond doctrinal and theological controversies and not 
to leave any group out. They intend to collect the facts of Christianity within the context 
of the whole of human reality, without apologetics.” Lastly, the WCH was considered 
“encyclopedic” due to the inclusion of many kinds of data.149 
Several books served as inspiration for the sixth edition of the WCH: the 
International Yearbook and Statesmen’s Who’s Who; The Statesman’s Yearbook 1968–
1969; Reader’s Digest Almanac and Yearbook 1969; and the World Almanac and Book of 
Facts 1969.150 Barrett proposed to create an almanac that could tell Christians across the 
world nearly anything they wanted to know about Christianity in their time.151 However, 
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Houtart and his team at Louvain had a slightly different vision for the project and wanted 
the book to make the best possible presentation of Christianity in the world beyond 
names and addresses of churches. Houtart thought directories did not give any real idea 
of what Christianity was like around the world.152 His team wanted to present different 
manifestations of Christianity in their social contexts and offer sociological 
interpretations of data from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives.153  
Barrett wanted to improve multiple aspects of the WCH for the sixth edition. He 
wanted to prove through quantitative means that church statistics could be both reliable 
and helpful, and move away from the WCH’s apologetic undertone. While he agreed with 
some critics that God’s work was unmeasurable, he rejected the assumption that church 
statistics were fundamentally unreliable. From his experience, virtually every established 
Christian denomination took great care to enumerate their members and produce annual 
statistics.154 He was prepared to undertake any international travel required to obtain 
Christian statistics from every country, despite the difficulties described by Bingle, 
Grubb, and Coxill over the years. He wanted truly global and ecumenical coverage, 
consideration of every country, and inclusion of Catholics and Orthodox in every table of 
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data. Further, Barrett wanted to produce a definitive and authoritative listing of all 
Protestant denominations in the world, which was an entirely new area of research that 
had never been attempted. He saw problems with all previous editions of the World 
Christian Handbook, especially in that they omitted many denominations, some with 
over one million members. WCH 1968 reported 5,000 denominations worldwide, but 
Barrett estimated there were perhaps 7,000—but, truly, no one had any idea.155 
In terms of division of labor, Louvain was responsible for preparing the narrative 
portions of the country-by-country surveys, especially for Catholicism, since their 
Protestant data were limited. These texts were written in French by Houtart, Bruls, and 
Deroy and sent to Barrett and his team in Nairobi. McVeigh translated the material into 
English and added relevant information on Protestants, Orthodox, Independents, and 
other religions. The Nairobi team also obtained contacts for Protestant and Orthodox 
churches and prepared the general outline for country articles, the directory, and the 
dictionary. Barrett, McVeigh, and other collaborators added the specialized sections to 
each country text, such as Bible distribution and evangelization. Barrett was solely 
responsible for the statistical tables of religions and denominations. He advocated for a 
closer connection between the text and the statistical portions. In doing so, Barrett 
addressed a major critique of the World Christian Handbook: that the essays and the 
statistical sections were not related to one another, and were sometimes contradictory. To 
address this problem, each statistical table was checked for accuracy by people in each 
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country. Many of these tables contained informed guesses that had to be thoroughly 
vetted.156 After the Nairobi team worked on the text, a photocopy was sent to Dayton and 
his team in Monrovia, who could add material and make additional changes. That version 
was sent back to Nairobi, where Barrett’s team incorporated any newly-received data into 
the definitive version.157 The complicated and lengthy system ensured that everybody’s 
expertise was fully tapped and each editor had a say in the content of each country 
entry—although Barrett ultimately made all decisions final.  
 
Immediate Conflict Among the Centers 
Almost immediately the three organizations experienced problems working 
together on WCH 1971. Philosophical differences between the teams in Louvain and 
Nairobi stemmed from the different methods and goals of the Bilan du Monde and the 
World Christian Handbook.158 Houtart argued that a merger of the two needed a complete 
redesign that would allow the preservation of the originality of both books. The WCH 
1968 offered tables of relatively comprehensive statistics, including smaller groups of 
Christians, whereas BM included administrative and statistical presentations of 
Catholicism and many fewer data points than WCH. Also, BM provided a lot of general 
data not necessarily connected to Christian data. On a more practical level, there were 
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differences of opinion on how long the book should be. From the beginning, everyone 
struggled with the page constraints provided by Macmillan. Deroy and Hourtart thought 
it was impossible to include a sociological analysis of every Christian tradition in 220 
countries of the world in only 490 pages.159 Both Barrett and Houtart agreed that a 
substantial increase in length was necessary, but Barrett’s plan was more encyclopedic 
and required more than 1,000 pages.  
Barrett disagreed with most of what Houtart proposed for the project. He felt like 
Houtart and Bruls suggested a complete restructuring of the “carefully evolved” English 
edition of WCH/BM, which he thought could never successfully get off the ground.160 
Barrett was happy to let the Louvain team come up with a different structure for the 
French edition, but guarded against changes to the proposed English edition. At the time, 
Barrett held fast to the World Christian Handbook tradition, which was to supply an 
objective and comprehensive survey of Christianity with some missiological 
commentary, including statistical and directory sections. He stated, “The WCH tradition 
spoke to a far wider Christian world than your memorandum appears to realise. We, as 
custodians of this memorable WCH tradition, are not prepared to scrap it in toto.”161 
Barrett saw the new WCH as a merger of the BM and WCH traditions and approaches. He 
accused the team in Louvain of erring too much on the side of BM and not seriously 
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considering the WCH tradition. Barrett argued that the reason why the WCH was so 
widely accepted among Protestants was because of the impartial treatment and objective 
description of all churches and denominations. This was unlike the project proposed by 
Houtart and Bruls, which Barrett thought was highly selective in what Protestant 
denominations to include.162  
Barrett offered a “compromise” to relieve the tension. Bilan du Monde took a 
sociological approach to Christianity, but the World Christian Handbook did not. He 
suggested that they consider the approaches of both together and include sociological, 
missiological, historical, theological, and religious studies perspectives.163 He insisted 
that Christianity must be placed in the context of other world religions, and argued that 
the WCH/BM would be the first publication ever to provide statistical tables of all 
religions in every country of the world. Barrett’s vision aligned with the new religious 
studies framework of the mid-twentieth century. However, Houtart did not think that his 
own team was equipped or competent enough to include detail on religions other than 
Christianity.164  
Nairobi and Louvain also deeply disagreed over statistics. Houtart did not want to 
perform original research for new statistical data, but for Barrett, this was the entire 
purpose of the World Christian Handbook. Houtart and Bruls were happy to quote from 
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Annuario Pontificio but Barrett and his team argued that the traditionally accepted 
statistical analyses of world Christianity contained major errors and fallacies that had to 
be exposed and corrected. He saw an opportunity in the combined WCH/BM to offer 
accurate Protestant and Catholic statistics for the first time, together in a single book.165 
Previous editions of the Bilan du Monde and World Christian Handbook consisted of 
large aggregates of individual statistical facts, with no attempt to arrive at totals for 
nations, continents, or the world, nor to fit those statistics into any kind of global 
framework of other data. The next edition was to provide comparable statistics from one 
country to another in the context of national, continental, and global totals as well as 
ecumenical and global contexts. Barrett found it unacceptable for a variable to have no 
data within this new conceptualization. If exact statistics could not be obtained, they had 
to be estimated. Louvain pushed back against this, but Barrett was firm that they must 
produce totally comparative documentation and analysis to provide the global totals that 
readers expected and needed.166 
Nairobi and Monrovia also shared many disagreements. Dayton considered 
himself and MARC equal to Barrett/Unit of Research and Houtart/FERES. He wanted to 
equally share all editorial responsibilities. However, he also described his team as 
“information managers first, and researchers second.”167 Dayton insisted that the data 
itself—in microfiche, microfilm, and electronic forms—would become the property of 
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MARC, with free access to the Unit of Research and FERES, in exchange for their work 
in collecting and compiling the data.168 Barrett was unwilling to legally sign over rights 
to the electronic data, since it would impact any future versions of the WCH.169 The 
tension in their relationship over this issue was further fueled by their clash over the lack 
of clearly-defined tasks for each party in the WCH project. Dayton was nervous in the 
absence of a clear-cut written agreement or statement of expectations among the 
parties.170  
All parties expressed concern over the financial aspect of the World Christian 
Handbook. Houtart was mostly in charge of handling finances for the project and raised 
$27,000 by January 1971.171 By April 1976, he raised over $88,000 from individuals and 
notable organizations and churches such as Sudan Interior Mission, Campus Crusade for 
Christ, the Assemblies of God, and the Lutheran Church in America.172 Houtart 
eventually realized that he would not be able to buy copies of the book for all the people 
who contributed to it, and he was never able to inform financial contributors of the status 
of the book. He blamed Barrett for putting him in a very embarrassing situation and came 
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to believe that the project was too large and too expensive.173 Initially, Dayton estimated 
that MARC’s tasks related to data would cost around $6,000 to complete. However, one 
year after the project commenced, he realized it would cost upward of $32,000.174 He 
received no financial resources from Nairobi nor Louvain. Dayton also refused to handle 
the Catholic or Orthodox data without additional funding, since the project was almost 
immediately beyond their budgetary constraints. 
 
Expanded Vision of the WCH/WCE 
By 1971, the WCH/WCE project was far larger than the original vision and the 
editors missed their December 1970 deadline for publication. Twenty years of history 
with the WCH meant that people all over the world eagerly supplied data for the new 
edition. Barrett reported that patriarchs, cardinals, indigenous church leaders, evangelists, 
and other kinds of Christian leaders were “exceedingly helpful” in providing data when 
asked. As a result, Barrett spent an extra year gathering data on radio, television, Bible 
translation, literature, and different kinds of mission activities.175 This investigation led 
Barrett to discover that the Christian world was much larger than previously thought, not 
just because of under-reporting of indigenous churches but because there had been a 
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proliferation of foreign missions, development of independent churches, and revivals in 
the global South.176 
Throughout the 1970s many people expressed discontent, confusion, and even 
anger about the tardiness of the WCH publication. Barrett shouldered all of the blame and 
responsibility. Kenneth Grubb asked Barrett in February 1975 for the book’s status: “It is 
now 7 years since my last Handbook was published and I am getting rather worried. 
People ask me about it and I have nothing to say.”177 Although Barrett was the 
mastermind of the project, several factors contributed to its delay. The Christian situation 
was far more complicated than Barrett or anyone else imagined. 
 
Difficult Nature of Statistics 
One reason the project took so long was inherent to the nature of statistics: they 
were always out of date at the time of publication. As the years went on, Barrett had to 
keep the statistics as updated as possible. For example, in 1973 Barrett told people via 
letters that the WCH was nearly complete and sample pages were going to the typesetter. 
At the same time, he was still writing to denominational headquarters around the world 
asking for the most recent handbooks and statistical reports. It appeared that Barrett 
would tell people the book was almost finished or on its way to the printer to elicit faster 
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responses from them.178 Likewise, the United Nations Population Division released 
updated global population data on an annual basis, which Barrett used to re-calculate his 
statistics. In June 1974, he spent two days visiting the Division, where he made 
photocopies of the responses to the religion question on their Demographic Yearbook 
Questionnaire.179 Barrett calculated statistical projections to cope with the problem of 
material appearing out of date. For example, he offered figures for 1900 and 1970 and 
projected them to 1975, 1980, and 2000.180 
 
Logistics of Data Gathering 
Situated in Africa, Barrett received a substantial amount of data by 
correspondence from many faraway places. Letters to and from the United States and 
places in Oceania, for example, took months to receive. Political instability in some 
countries caused mail delay, and there were occasional mail strikes in England and 
elsewhere. These problems elongated the time for data collection.  
Barrett had to travel extensively to obtain data. He claimed that the data he 
received during in-country visits was far better than any obtained by mail 
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correspondence.181 He found that mail surveys were entirely useless in over 75% of his 
data coverage due to low response rates, particularly in the global South. In many cases, 
the only way to obtain data was to go in person.182 He took many “world trips” in search 
of data and traveled to over 200 of the 223 countries.183 On these trips, Barrett searched 
for specific kinds of data from particular ethnic groups and met with leaders of Christian 
denominations and networks.184 For example, Barrett took a substantial trip between 
August 1969 and January 1970, where he visited dozens of countries in the Pacific, 
Southeast Asia, East Asia, and Europe.185 When Barrett visited a country in search of 
data, he visited two or three church leaders, explained the WCH project, and asked for 
available printed information such as statistics or annual reports. He found that 
missionaries were often far more knowledgeable than nationals and had more time to 
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help.186 Barrett not only visited Christian leaders on his travels, but he obtained census 
data on religion, which he found were more numerous than the published literature 
indicated. Much census data had only been published in mimeographed form or was 
unpublished, or even unprocessed. He visited government statistical offices in many 
capitals of the world to obtain information—not always an easy task. He described in 
some cases wading knee-deep in IBM punch cards. In Kenya, the 1948 population census 
included a religion question but the results were never published nor processed. He found 
the cards and forms stored in a “filthy rat-infested basement” and processed the data 
himself. Soon after he used the data, the office destroyed the records.187 
 
Barrett’s Expanded Vision of the World Christian Handbook 
Barrett’s vision of the WCH expanded to include many more variables than the 
WCH 1968. Barrett added data on Roman Catholics, non-Roman Catholics, Orthodox, 
African Independent Churches, and others. He also added data on 19 major religious 
traditions, plus an additional 25 sub-traditions—a massive amount of data that was not in 
the original handbook. The data for most of these groups had never been collected, 
collated, or analyzed, especially on a global scale.  
Barrett previously developed estimates of the number of Muslims in Africa for the 
WCC project on evangelization. For data on Judaism, he referenced the annual 
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publications of the American Jewish Year Book, which contained the best estimates of 
Judaism in every country. For other religions, it appeared that he started entirely from 
scratch. He wrote letters to senior officials in the Baha’i Faith for the number of local 
spiritual assemblies (LSAs) to estimate population figures. In late 1974, Barrett realized 
that his data on tribal religions was “very scrappy,”188 and enlisted James Holway to 
search for literature and other materials on the subject. Other than government censuses, 
surveys, and polls, it was unclear the exact sources of Barrett’s data on Hindus, 
Buddhists, Sikhs, Shamanists, and other, particularly smaller, religions. 
Barrett departed from the WCH tradition in his insistence on global coverage. 
Every column in every table had to add to 100%, and every country needed equal 
representation and treatment. The idea for five separate versions of the book—English, 
French, Italian, German, and Spanish—also made for a substantially larger endeavor. 
In 1972, Barrett began to fashion the World Christian Handbook after 
Encyclopedia Britannica. This reconceptualization meant the addition of country maps, 
flags, and bibliographies. He imagined each country article as one page long and include 
photographs of Christian activities in every country.189 Victor Lamont was, at a time, the 
WCH photographic collaborator, though it is unclear to what extent Lamont worked on 
the manuscript. Photos depicted some striking aspect of Christianity in the modern world 
and focused on large crowds of Christians performing religious activities. There had to be 
                                                 
 188 David Barrett to James Holway, November 13, 1974, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–
1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
 189 Ed Dayton to David Barrett, February 14, 1972, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
  
275 
at least one picture for every country, and Barrett wanted to see many photos of the 
“unusual” Christian traditions with which people were likely unfamiliar.190  
A major addition to the project came in 1974 when Barrett included information 
on Christian broadcasting and media. Communication technology was a long-time 
personal interest from his time as a missionary in Western Kenya and his engineering 
training. He was “anxious to document the rising interest in many countries of the world 
in such programs as Radio Vatican and its Protestant counterparts.”191 Including these 
data required an immense amount of correspondence since his reporting had to be 
ecumenical. Throughout 1974 and 1975 Barrett requested data from dozens of 
organizations on, for example, the number of Bibles sold, Bible distribution, Bible 
correspondence course ministries, Billy Graham Evangelistic Association data on radio 
and TV ministries, and other radio correspondence courses. He also expanded his 
analysis to include religious personnel and Christian activities, such as Catholic workers, 
Catholic charismatics, charismatics in other major Christian traditions, the number of 
annual Muslim pilgrims to Mecca, denominational missionary personnel, and country-
level councils of churches. None of this material appeared in the original WCH.  
In 1977, Barrett enlisted McVeigh to write the church and state section of every 
country article. These portions covered the church’s relationship with secular 
governments and Christian involvement in politics. Barrett did not explicitly say why he 
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added this section to the WCE, but it was likely a response to the political tension 
between Eastern bloc and Western bloc countries. The situation of Christianity in the 
Soviet Union was particularly mysterious to Western Christians, and Barrett took 
extraordinary measures to uncover Soviet Christian experience.192 
Many people criticized Barrett for his constant expansion of the manuscript’s 
scope. Houtart wrote a stern letter to Barrett in November 1971 that the editors needed to 
be more realistic and stop the addition of new areas of research. Houtart accused Barrett 
of delaying the project with his unrealistic expectations. He wrote, “I know that for a 
born [re]searcher like you and for the projects you are always carrying with such a great 
dynamism, it means a limitation. But really, I think it is necessary if we want to avoid a 
major failure.”193 He also made the point that increasing the budget and the size of the 
book meant that the WCH could no longer appear every five years in the “WCH 
tradition.” Houtart reiterated his concern four years later in November 1975: “Very glad 
to know that everything is going well, but I insist that now we must stop to initiate any 
new topic or to spend too much time to get the last information about interesting but 
secondary matters. Otherwise the main information will be out of date when the book is 
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published. It is a very serious matter. We cannot delay the publication further than the 
middle of next year.”194  
Barrett continued to add elements to the WCH, but he was firm that everything 
“new” was a result of prior research on specific topics since 1960. The variables Barrett 
added to the text were not new to him, but they were new to Houtart and required the 
collection of new data on Catholic activities. Barrett argued that the inquiries he sent to 
Houtart were quite minor and did not delay the publication in any way, especially 
because Louvain had problems getting texts to Nairobi on time.195 
 
Losing the French Edition 
Houtart blamed Barrett for delaying the manuscript, and Barrett blamed Houtart 
for not obtaining a publisher for the French edition. Barrett saw the French version, Bilan 
du Christianisme (BC), as fundamentally different than the English World Christian 
Handbook. He summarized his debate with Houtart:  
So then, what has now emerged, is a difference in emphases between us, which is 
not Protestant vs. Catholic, nor academic vs. ecclesiastical, nor missiological vs. 
sociological, nor primarily the WCH tradition vs. the BM tradition, but rather the 
English-speaking publishing world vs. the French-speaking publishing world. These 
are different; you know the latter, we know the former. Hence, in the whole of our 
above comments, we ask you to understand that we are making our points 
concerning, primarily, the English version, WCH. You should feel free to mould the 
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French version, BC, in whatever way you and your eventual publisher like, subject 
in the same way to close collaboration and discussion with us.196 
 
Although there was overlap between the proposed French and English editions, Barrett 
saw the two projects as altogether different. He oversaw the English and Houtart the 
French. They served different linguistic audiences with different expectations. When the 
entire WCH/WCE project went awry in the late 1970s, Barrett returned to this distinction 
and laid the entire blame on Houtart and the team at Louvain. The workflow of the 
WCH/BM was initially dependent on the French edition.  
For many years, Houtart expressed how difficult it was to find a French 
publisher—as well as Italian and Spanish—for a religious book. Many publishers did not 
think that a book containing statistics and a directory would be of any interest to the 
French public and was therefore not worth pursuing.197 By August 1971—quite early in 
the project—Houtart gave up on finding a French publisher and essentially dropped the 
French edition. Barrett felt the “complete abandonment” of the French version by Houtart 
struck “at the heart of our whole collaboration.”198 Barrett promised copies of the French 
edition to collaborators who did not converse well in English and thus felt a moral 
obligation to produce the volume. On a practical level, dropping the French edition meant 
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putting more pressure on Barrett and his staff to support the project.199 Barrett accused 
Houtart of reneging on their original agreement and putting too much of the burden on 
Nairobi.200 The two simply did not see eye-to-eye, and a lack of collaboration contributed 
to the breakdown of their professional relationship. The German, Italian, and Spanish 
editions also never came to pass.  
 
Louvain’s Expanded Vision of the World Christian Handbook 
Barrett placed the blame on Houtart and his team at Louvain for the WCH taking 
so long to produce, first because of dropping the French version and second because of 
Louvain’s excessively long country texts. Louvain produced the first draft of each 
country text in French, and Nairobi provided translation into English and further editing. 
They contracted with Macmillan for a 480-page book with articles for each of the world’s 
223 countries—roughly 192,000 words. Instead, Louvain sent articles totaling over 1 
million words. Barrett and McVeigh never complained about the length of texts because 
the quality was so high and the subject matter was far more complex than anyone 
previously realized. Regardless, Barrett directly placed the blame on the team in Louvain 
for the WCH’s delay.201 They wrote so much additional text and were thus late in sending 
the drafts to Nairobi. For example, Barrett received first drafts of the Netherlands, 
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Belgium, and Yugoslavia articles in November 1974, three years after the book’s first 
proposed publication date.202 By 1975, Barrett still had not received the United States 
article. At the time, he did not necessarily complain because he believed in Louvain’s 
good methodological work. He thought it was exactly the right kind of work necessary 
for the WCH,203 but he used these elongated texts as examples of how the blame for the 
book’s delay was not squarely on his shoulders.  
 
Publisher and Printer Issues 
In 1969, Barrett, Dayton, Houtart, and Bruls signed a contract with Macmillan for 
the 1971 World Christian Handbook. However, Macmillan became unreliable over time 
and they were forced, in Barrett’s view, to switch publishers. Internal problems plagued 
Macmillan for over two years, resulting in a lack of correspondence, especially regarding 
the termination of the WCH contract.204 Barrett often waited four to eight months for 
responses to his letters from Macmillan staff.205 The internal problems of Macmillan 
were real. A New York Times article from May 8, 1976, reported on the resignation of 
trade books chief, Regina Ryan, who was prevented from acquiring “big books”—
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presumably like the ever-growing WCH—because of disputes about how much they 
would be worth.206 Further, global inflation had made it impossible for Macmillan to get 
Kenya Litho, the book’s printer, to produce books in the way they wanted.207 In March 
1976 Barrett began corresponding with R.G. Houghton, General Manager of Oxford 
University Press, about taking over the publication of what would turn into the World 
Christian Encyclopedia. 
The publication process also ran into severe delays because of the complexity of 
the manuscript. The book consisted of over 700 photographs and nearly 500 statistical 
tables. Barrett had precise instructions for the book’s layout regarding spacing, boldface 
font, capitals, upper/lower case, table headings, tabulation, spacing, and so on. He had 
exacting standards and employed several people along the way to meet these standards 
with precision. The typesetters experienced many difficulties in getting so many types of 
materials onto the book’s pages: up to 15 different types and sizes of fonts, plus 
halftones, flags, maps, and line diagrams.208  
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Financial Problems 
In 1978, the Unit of Research ran out of money to pay additional people to help 
finish the project. In April 1978, Barrett badly needed additional people to proofread and 
create a dummy paste-up of all 700 photographs, diagrams, tables, and text. Other 
assistants were needed to organize the reading and proofing operations among the Unit of 
Research, Kenya Litho, and Oxford University Press.209 Between mid-1978 and mid-
1979 the salaries of the seven full-time people working on the manuscript at the Unit of 
Research totaled $2,000 and financially drained Barrett.210 He had spent ten years on this 
project and Unit of Research donors were increasingly convinced that their funds for the 
Unit could no longer go toward the project.211 Some Anglican bishops wanted him to 
drop the project entirely and engage in different work.212  
 
Other Reasons for Delay 
Barrett tried to quell concerns about the delay of the book. In a 1977 progress 
report, he made consistent comparisons between the World Christian Handbook and 
Encyclopedia Britannica. The latest Britannica took 15 years to complete, so, by 
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comparison, the WCH was in great shape.213 A second progress report appeared in May 
1977 and Barrett reported that the Macmillan contract was finally canceled and replaced 
with Oxford University Press. It was at this point that Barrett appeared to have given up 
on other language translations of the book. He also kept the manuscript quite private. He 
handled the material sent to him and his team so rigorously that it was virtually 
impossible to introduce mistakes. He argued that because of how they handled the 
manuscript there was no need for Houtart and Deroy to check the proofs.214  
A major blow to the project’s progress came when Barrett was hospitalized for 
some time after a heart attack in early 1979. He went to England with his family to 
recover, and all work on the WCH ceased for months. Barrett returned to Nairobi at the 
end of 1979.215 
Barrett lost patience with Louvain and others with their incessant requests for the 
book to be published as soon as possible. First, they dealt with a massive manuscript that 
was far bigger than anyone realized five years prior. The amount of text Louvain sent to 
Nairobi would have filled two volumes of Encyclopedia Britannica. The team in Nairobi 
completed the Herculean task of adding their material and reduced the manuscript to the 
size of one encyclopedic volume, and lost no data in the process. Second, updating the 
materials sent by Deroy to McVeigh took a whole year of work. McVeigh re-wrote 
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almost every single article with new data that arrived daily. Barrett thought it was 
perfectly understandable for a book of its size and complexity to take this long to 
complete.216 He felt that no one truly appreciated the enormous amount of time and work 
involved in publishing an encyclopedia in the English-speaking world, especially one of 
over 900 pages.217 He expressed similar frustrations to Dayton, who was equally irked at 
the books’ tardiness:  
But it is extraordinary to read that we are still being blamed for delays in 
completing what everybody who is familiar with our work now realizes has been a 
far more difficult and intricate task than anybody realised seven years ago. No 
doubt if we had heeded those who wanted quick results four years ago, we could 
have rammed through something in print, but it would have been excessively strong 
on countries and agencies in the western world and would not have included the 
300 million Christians outside such circles which we have gradually been 
uncovering over the last four years, and which we are quite certain are so important 
a part of world Christianity that to produce a ‘World Christian Handbook’ without 
them would be both a mockery of genuine research and also a grave distortion of 
the truth.218 
 
Barrett was perhaps a perfectionist to a fault, but he was a visionary. He was 
dedicated to his methodology and even more dedicated to illustrating what he perceived 
as the true picture of world Christianity in the mid-1970s, no matter the cost. He did not 
rush a manuscript just because readers, even financial backers, demanded it. He was 
patient in his research and did what he felt needed to be done to give the public accurate 
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facts. He would not answer to anybody nor be persuaded to finish before it was time to 
finish. Not only did Barrett expand the project, but he also expanded it in line with his 
exacting standards and perfectionism. He refused to publish anything until he had every 
figure correct and every comma in the right place. The size, complexity, and the need for 
perfection made it impossible to replicate the project every five years in the WCH 
tradition.219  
A rather large circle of people made demands for the book. For example, Barrett 
received a stern letter from Walter Müller-Römheld at the German publisher. The WCH 
manuscript was promised to him in Spring 1976 to begin the German translation, yet by 
February 1977 he had received nothing. He expressed doubt he would ever see it, despite 
having paid DM 4,000 in advance royalties. He had not received a letter from Barrett 
since December 1975.220 Barrett received a significant amount of mail wondering where 
the WCH was, including from people who had given money to the project. 
The year 1980 eventually became a target completion date. The Lausanne 
Committee for World Evangelization planned a major meeting for January 1980; the 
World Missionary Conference on the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism of 
the WCC was in May to celebrate 70 years after Edinburgh 1910; the 6th Synod of 
Bishops in Rome was in October; and the US Center for World Mission was planning a 
                                                 
219 François Houtart, in discussion with the author, April 17, 2016. 
 
 220 Walter Müller-Römheld to David Barrett, February 25, 1977, David B. Barrett Papers 
1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
  
286 
world missionary conference for evangelicals. These conferences wanted the WCH 
material.221 
 
From Handbook to Encyclopedia 
The transition from handbook to encyclopedia took place in mid-1976 when 
Barrett terminated the contract with Macmillan and started working with Oxford 
University Press. He described the subject of the book as both comprehensive and 
encyclopedic, its format and presentation of material more like a specialized topical 
encyclopedia rather than a dictionary. He recast the vision of the book, at least in his 
mind.222 The first known letter with the new World Christian Encyclopedia title appeared 
on May 24, 1976, from David Barrett to R.G. Houghton at OUP. He confirmed the 
cancellation of the Macmillan contract and provided details regarding the new contract 
with Oxford.223 He described how the complexity of the modern Christian world could 
not be adequately explained in a handbook format and that the manuscript had expanded 
to over 900 pages. 
Barrett was not totally forthright with people about the name change and 
continued to refer to it as a handbook for several more years. Houtart was generally 
accepting of the name change but commented that it did change the original idea of the 
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project and some people might object if they deemed the encyclopedia less functional 
than a handbook.224 Ed Dayton found out about the name change while reading 
Johnstone’s Operation World that stated, “The statistics of Evangelicals in this book were 
calculated by myself together with David Barrett, editor of the World Christian 
Encyclopedia (Oxford University Press, forthcoming).”225 Dayton asked if Johnstone was 
using the wrong title or if there was another book coming out. 
In drawing up the new contract with Oxford University Press, Louvain and 
Nairobi clashed again over the issue of publisher royalties. The royalties were split 
evenly between the two centers under the Macmillan contract. However, in August 1976, 
Barrett moved away from this agreement and suggested that the royalties go to Nairobi 
where they would be tax-free. In Belgium, royalties would be heavily taxed and Barrett 
suggested he pay out Louvain’s share himself.226 Barrett revisited this issue in May 1979 
and rescinded his earlier compromise. He insisted that Louvain not receive any royalties 
whatsoever. Barrett claimed he needed advanced royalties to pay personnel working on 
the book, and that the project would remain incomplete without this change.227 Barrett 
stated,  
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We here realize of course that you and your Centre put in a large amount of work 
and money into this project in the past, and that you were hoping to recoup a 
sizeable sum through royalties. It is now quite clear that it is unrealistic to expect 
much by way of royalties from a basic research work such as this. In any case my 
financial input has, I regret, long since passed your own, and we recognize that we 
shall not recoup any of this through royalties.228 
 
With this move, Barrett essentially cut out his co-editors and made himself the sole 
editor.229 Houtart was not pleased with this new arrangement. He amassed some BEF 
850.000 (roughly USD $22,300) in debts because of the World Christian Handbook 
project, and Barrett proposed to write it off with no discussion. Houtart and Deroy 
wanted the royalties paid directly to FERES—or at least wanted to discuss it—but it was 
no use to argue with Barrett.230 The document they signed in September 1979 directed the 
royalty payment to Nairobi in the care of Barrett, who would pay Louvain a fixed 
amount. The document also stated, “FERES does not assume any responsibility in the 
delay of publication and in the financial consequences that this could imply.”231  
Barrett never paid any royalties to Houtart. In Barrett’s argument to OUP for 
revising the WCE contract, he stated it was because the full responsibility of editing the 
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encyclopedia, keeping up with contacts in the field, and updating the whole manuscript 
for publication fell completely on him. Also, he held the financial responsibility of 
editing the first, second, and final proofs of the book.232 In the end, Barrett told OUP to 
make himself the sole editor because “the other three persons listed on the present 
contract were not intended to be regarded as authors, and in fact have not filled that role 
in anyway.”233 Barrett convinced the publisher to cut out his collaborators without their 
express written consent. Malcolm McVeigh returned to the United States and had no 
knowledge of being “demoted” to associate editor. He did not know about it until he 
received his copy of the book.234 
The change from handbook to encyclopedia represented the larger mid-twentieth-
century generational shift in mission. Handbooks were for missionaries and churches to 
better understand themselves in the contemporary world. They served Christian 
constituencies and were used for the advancement of Christianity in the world. 
Encyclopedias were for academic audiences. They were scholarly, comprehensive, and 
dense. David Barrett was immersed in liberal Protestantism while pursuing graduate 
education at Union Theological Seminary in New York—the bastion of Protestant 
theological liberalism. He, too, moved beyond traditional interpretations of Christianity 
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in relationship with other religions by including the larger religious and non-religious 
context in the World Christian Encyclopedia. He even helped to found the religious 
studies department at the University of Nairobi, for which Stephen Neill served as the 
first chair. Barrett did not go so far as his liberal colleagues in New York to consider all 
religions equal to Christianity. Barrett saw himself as a neutral observer and wanted to 
produce a neutral book, despite his deep desire to see the whole world evangelized for 
Christ. Although he was evangelical in his faith, he adopted key aspects of a Protestant 
liberal interpretive scenario into his work, reflected in the shift from handbook to 
encyclopedia.  
 
Description of the World Christian Encyclopedia 
The World Christian Encyclopedia, finally published in 1982, was the most 
extensive survey of Christianity to date. Barrett and his team uncovered thousands of new 
denominations—four times the amount reported in WCH 1968. He reported 1.3 billion 
Christians in the world, contrary to the 700 million estimated by previous editions of the 
World Christian Handbook. He traveled to nearly every country in the world in search of 
the best available information, amassed a data matrix of thousands of variables, and 
created a network of hundreds of global contacts from a wide variety of Christian 
traditions. 
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Survey: Christianity in 223 Countries 
The WCE was not simply a book of statistics. Like researchers behind the Bilan 
du Monde, Barrett believed that the context of statistics was critical. Thus, he included 
historical, social, cartographical, and global contexts in each of the country entries. 
Church statistics were best understood in consideration of history.235 The core of the 
WCE was 223 surveys, one for each country in the world based on the United Nations 
Demographic Yearbook 1978 and the United Nations Population and Vital Statistics 
Report 1978. This section of the WCE bore a direct resemblance to the structure of the 
Bilan du Monde, with each country article divided into the same sections. Barrett adopted 
the UN’s political country division, with a few changes, to arrive at the de facto global 
situation. He maintained divided states in Germany and Korea and the separation of 
Taiwan, Spanish North Africa, and other territories that were less than 15 years old. He 
excluded other territories that formed part of a larger nation, such as Scotland. The 
country articles were formatted the same for comparative purposes and began with a 
section of “secular data,” just like the Bilan du Monde, that included information on the 
government, language, armed forces, population statistics, urbanization, ethnolinguistic 
groups, and indicators of health, education, literature, and communication.236 Following 
“secular data” was table 1, a listing of all religions in the country with data for the past, 
present, and future. Table 1 offered an overall view of the religious situation in each 
                                                 
235 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 41. 
 
236 Barrett’s work on ethnolinguistic people groups was part of the emerging “people group 
movement” sparked by Donald McGavran and popularized by Ralph Winter at the 1974 meeting in 
Lausanne, Switzerland. See the conclusion for more on Barrett’s influence on the people group movement. 
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country throughout the twentieth century. For the year 1900, population data in table 1 
came from government census. Catholic data was from K. Streit’s Statistiche Notizen zum 
Katholischen Missions-atlas (1906) and Protestant data was from James Dennis’ 
Statistical Atlas of Christian Missions (1910). The country articles included sections on 
non-Christian religions and Christianity, with sub-headings for major Christian traditions, 
church and state, interdenominational organizations, broadcasting, and a bibliography. 
Table 2 listed all Christian denominations in the country, including separate lines for 
Catholic dioceses. The table consisted of data from mid-1970, mid-1975, and projections 
to mid-1980. Table 2 provided a complete overview of all organized Christian churches 
in comparative, ecumenical perspective.237 Membership in denominations was mutually 
exclusive even though different denominations organized people in different categories, 
such as baptized Catholics who switched to Protestant denominations. This double-
affiliation, or duplication of Christians, usually occurred in Catholic-majority countries. 
To statistically remedy the problem, the number of doubly-affiliated—a negative 
number—was taken from table 1 and inserted into a line at the end of table 2 before the 
final totals. Each table 2 also included an extensive series of notes covering national 
councils, data on evangelization, and foreign missionaries and personnel. 
One unique feature of the WCE was the hundreds of black-and-white photographs 
of Christians and their activities in each of the 223 countries. The photographs served the 
purpose of illustrating the “human face” of statistics. Every number in this book, Barrett 
argued, whether it was a dozen or a billion, represented actual, real-life people. The 
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photographs were meant to remind readers that “dry and lifeless” statistics were about 
people, full of life.238 
 
The World Christian Encyclopedia and Technology 
Barrett’s mechanical science background provided him an education in the 
importance of technology. Early in his missionary career among the Luo in Kenya, he 
was very interested in the study of communications. He incorporated communications 
into the World Christian Encyclopedia by documenting Christian use of media in every 
country of the world. More importantly, however, Barrett’s scientific background gave 
him instinct about the importance of what was emerging as digital media. Barrett 
aggressively kept up with technology during the production of the WCE, especially in the 
late 1970s with the wider availability of the mini-computer. He had the foresight that his 
work could easily become outdated given the nature of statistics and how quickly the 
world was changing. On the surface, it appeared that Barrett was unnecessarily ruthless in 
his collaboration with others concerning technology. As a scientist, however, he knew he 
had to always be on the next cutting edge, or all his efforts would become obsolete. 
 
Databanks 
In 1969, Barrett dreamed of potential data banks: the World Christian Data Bank, 
World Mission Data Bank, and World Religious Data Bank.239 In the end, none of these 
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products ever came to pass.240 The technology was not quite ready for these data banks, 
nor was there yet a great demand for electronic information from the general public. 
However, Barrett’s conversations about the data banks were illustrative of his intuition 
concerning the increasing importance of digital technology in understanding the status of 
Christianity in the world. He wanted to collect information on all churches and missions 
in the world and store the data electronically in a single location. He thus needed to 
develop partnerships with Ed Dayton/MARC and Donald McGavran/Institute of Church 
Growth, two USA-based organizations with more resources and funding for such an 
expensive project. Barrett proposed to McGavran that the Institute be the repository for 
data on church growth. Career missionaries working around the world would help 
assemble the data.  
The World Christian Data Bank would be built around peoples, organizations, and 
individuals, and would use George Murdock’s Outline of World Cultures and the Human 
Relations Area Files for describing peoples.241 It would measure the progress of 
                                                                                                                                                 
 239 Donald McGavran to David Barrett, March 3, 1968, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–
1985, CSGC, GCTS. The primary sources used “World Religious Data Bank” and “World Religion Data 
Bank” interchangeably.  
  
240 “MARC Data Bank: Part II: Data Bank and Storage-Retrieval, a Working Paper Distributed for 
Critical Comment,” undated, unsigned, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. Barrett’s dream 
of electronic databases came true in 2003 with the creation of the World Christian Database and in 2008 
with the World Religion Database. 
 
241 The Human Relations Area Files, Inc. was founded in 1949 at Yale University for the cross-
cultural study of human culture, society, and behavior. They produced numerous encyclopedias and 
monographs on peoples throughout the world. See, for example, Dorothea C. Leighton and John Adair, 
People on the Middle Place: A study of the Zuni Indians (New Haven, CT: Human Relations Area Files 
Press, 1966); Paul Bohannan and Laura Bohannan, A Source Notebook in Tiv Life Cycle (New Haven, CT: 
Human Relations Area Files Press, 1966); Gerald M. Erchak, Full Respect: Kpelle Children in Adaptation 
(New Haven, CT: Human Relations Area Files Press, 1977). 
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Christianity around the world.242 Dayton wanted to keep the interests of MARC separate 
from those of the World Christian Handbook, and thus offered a distinction between the 
World Christian Data Bank and the World Christian Data Base. The data base would be 
owned and operated by MARC for MARC interests, whereas the data bank would be 
owned and operated by MARC for WCH/BM data and other research interests.243 The 
World Religious (or Religion) Data Bank was envisioned to hold religious statistics of all 
kinds in every country and culture over the period 1900–2000. It would also include 
several secular data banks, such as United Nations population data.244 Barrett had 10,000 
IBM punch cards holding data that would be immediately available for building the 
databank.245  
 
Collaboration 
Barrett wanted strong relationships with Ed Dayton, Donald McGavran, and 
anyone else interested in building computer matrixes of church growth, evangelization, 
and religious movements around the world.246 Thus, researchers undertaking similar work 
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collaborated at the beginning of the World Christian Handbook project. From August 1–
4, 1969, Ralph Winter of Fuller Theological Seminary, David Barrett, Allan Tippett, and 
Ed Dayton met to discuss the questionnaires needed for each of the data banks as well as 
plans for the World Christian Handbook.247 
Ed Dayton made it abundantly clear in 1969 that he and his team at MARC would 
not be involved in a project that did not first meet their needs.248 He saw the purpose of 
the data bank to provide feedback, research, and information for the church so that “the 
Church may be more effective in responding to its scripturally defined task in the world,” 
that is, evangelization.249 He rejected Barrett’s directives in building the data bank 
because he thought it should be a product of MARC. He was willing to work with other 
individuals (Barrett, Houtart) and organizations (Unit of Research, FERES) to exchange 
information, but Dayton was interested in policy research for the task of world 
evangelization, not academic research like Barrett and Houtart.  
 
World Vision International 
A constant source of struggle between the Barrett and Dayton was Barrett’s 
attitude toward World Vision International (WVI), the umbrella organization of MARC. 
Initiated by Dayton, WVI and WCH cooperation began in 1968. WVI spent $70,000–
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$80,000 on the WCH project, all personally raised by Dayton between 1968 and 1971. 
The WVI board questioned why they should invest in a book. In 1971, Dayton wrote to 
Barrett:  
… it became obvious that we were heading towards the first of a series of major 
miscommunications (misunderstandings?) with you. This resulted in our decision to 
send you all of the data that we had here and essentially to use the computer 
program which we had developed for the World Christian Handbook only for 
maintenance of our own information. We continued however in the hope that some 
of our investment would be returned and that we might ultimately computerize the 
data and by producing a computer tape for typesetting could recoup some of the 
money which we had invested. Since we had, and as far as I’m concerned continue 
to have, an agreement with you that the computerization of the data and the 
microfilming of it were exclusive rights that were held by MARC (and therefore 
World Vision), we were able to continue to assure the Board that in the future we 
would take advantage of the work which we had done, work which appeared to 
them to be quite futile.250 
 
MARC was unable to make any further investment into WCH because of WVI’s 
disenchantment with Barrett. Although Dayton believed in the project, the past 
misunderstandings meant Dayton could no longer be involved. Dayton had internal 
problems with staff and finances and refused to keep pouring money into the project. 
Barrett found it unreasonable that he and his research center had to struggle 
financially when WVI, and thus MARC, had seemingly endless resources and funds to 
spend on research. In 1970, for example, Barrett sent letters to Paul Rees and Stanley 
Mooneyham, criticizing the data and methods of their recently released reports, stating 
they were deeply flawed.251 Dayton chastised Barrett and warned that WVI might start to 
                                                 
 250 Ed Dayton to David Barrett, June 9, 1978, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
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 251 Rees responded to Barrett’s critique and apologized for the inaccuracies in the April 
issue of “Facts of a Field.” He described Barrett’s letter as “immensely interesting, more than a little 
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reconsider their investment in him and the World Christian Handbook. Dayton essentially 
told Barrett to keep out of WVI affairs until the WCH was released and let the publication 
speak for itself.252 
As the project dragged on, Dayton and his team became more sensitive to its 
tardiness, especially about Barrett’s proposal to create computerized data banks.253 While 
Barrett was frustrated with his relationship with WVI, after the publication of the WCE 
he sent a letter of “apology” to Ted Engstrom, President of World Vision. Barrett pointed 
out the different philosophies of his organization and WVI. WVI wanted detailed 
information as soon possible, whereas Barrett and his team wanted to build up a total, 
global picture of the status of Christianity. Barrett also confessed that because of his 
duties as an Anglican missionary, he was not as available to serve WVI in the capacity he 
originally imagined when they started collaborating in 1968. He admitted to alienating Ed 
Dayton and gave Dayton credit for raising funds for his project. He stressed that the 
fraught nature of his relationship with WVI was not deliberate, but simply a result of the 
many pressures on his shoulders in running his operation with so few funds, personnel, 
and support.254 As kind and conciliatory this attempt appeared, its purpose was to ask 
World Vision International for yet another research grant to support the next two 
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proposed companion volumes of the World Christian Encyclopedia, which included a 
full-length monograph on world evangelization. He requested $25,000 over two years. 
This financial ask was despite his and Dayton’s fraught relationship, the broken promises, 
the lack of giving in the past, and Dayton’s transparency in why WVI had such a negative 
view of Barrett and his work. Barrett never received a response, nor the money. 
 
Problems in Data Processing 
Technology was another source of strain between Barrett and Dayton. For 
example, in 1972 Barrett insisted on purchasing a Friden Flexowriter, which Dayton 
thought was unnecessary and too expensive, and to which MARC would not contribute 
financially.255 Differences in equipment caused delays in processing the data for the 
World Christian Handbook. MARC was IBM-oriented and did not know how to accept 
Barrett’s computerized data produced in Nairobi on an ICL 1903.256 Dayton also 
experienced problems writing the computer programs to produce the data tables for each 
country article in the book.257 He did not know how to merge Barrett’s data with his own 
without re-keyboarding everything, which would be extremely time-consuming and 
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costly.258 Barrett thought that neither Dayton nor Macmillan’s technology was able to 
handle the complexity of his manuscript.259  
It was initially Dayton’s responsibility to produce the computerized tables, but 
Barrett ended up doing it himself when Dayton was not able to produce them to his 
satisfaction.260 That is, the computer program that Dayton and his team at MARC spent 
countless hours and thousands of dollars on was never actually used for the World 
Christian Handbook. When Barrett decided the manuscript would be compiled by hand 
in Nairobi, first by a typewriter and then by a computer, he rescinded on their original 
agreement. Barrett decided that he would store “final form” materials on the computers in 
Monrovia instead of using their systems for administrating and gathering data. Dayton 
felt as if he had kept up his side of the agreement and was betrayed by Barrett.261 
 
The Wang Computer 
In 1978, Barrett had a data accessibility issue. Everything he collected for the 
WCH and beyond was on 2,500 paper tapes. It was extremely difficult to access 
information for requests or for future publications. He became convinced that he needed a 
minicomputer at his office in Nairobi to finish the World Christian Encyclopedia, 
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precisely, a Wang 2200 WCS/30 C-6 machine.262 He also felt he needed this equipment 
to fulfill his dream of starting the Center for the Study of World Evangelization 
(CSWE).263 He estimated that the computer would cost around USD $50,000.264 The 
minicomputer had a disk capable of holding the WCH, and with it, the CSWE would be 
able to function as a true research center.265 Barrett was totally engrossed in the idea of 
owning a computer to the extent that he did not believe he could finish the World 
Christian Encyclopedia without it.266 In April 1978, he estimated it would take ten 
months to finish the last 10% of the book, but with the Wang computer, it would take 
only three weeks.267 He even said at one point that the project would “fall to pieces” 
without it.268 
                                                 
262 An Wang and G.Y. Chu founded Wang Laboratories 1951 in Cambridge, MA, USA (1954–
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Barrett ran into significant hurdles to raise money for the computer. He requested 
funds from Campus Crusade for Christ, World Vision International, and the Lausanne 
Committee for World Evangelization. Ed Dayton, despite his fragile relationship with 
Barrett, used the last of World Vision’s grace with Barrett for them to pay $20,000 for 
World Christian Handbook data, money which went to the purchase of the Wang.269 
Dayton stated, “I don’t think you realize how disenchanted World Vision and others have 
become with my explanation of why a three year project has stretched over ten years.”270 
WVI needed assurance that this donation would not “disappear” like all of their earlier 
investments.271 Dayton stated, 
I am sure it’s difficult for you to realize from the midst of your tremendous project 
how little credibility there exists that the project itself will ever be completed. You 
have only to review the MARC Newsletters of previous years to note how many 
times that the WCH was going to appear to see how long something has been 
promised but never delivered.272 
 
The World Vision board thought that purchasing the computer would delay the WCH 
project even more, but remained open to being proved wrong.273  
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Dayton was one of the few people who expressed brutal honesty to Barrett. 
Dayton was familiar with Barrett’s claim that the project was in its final phase, and now 
suddenly it was impossible to complete without a computer. Either, Dayton thought, 
Barrett continuously misstated the situation or he was continuing to expand the book. He 
stated, “I hear that it is this tendency towards ‘expansion’ which makes many of us 
wonder whether the child will ever be born.”274 
Barrett secured a bank loan of $10,000 to contribute to the Wang computer’s 
purchase.275 In total $46,000 was raised in donations for the computer. In the end, it cost 
$111,172.276 He ordered the system on May 12, 1978 and revised the order on June 9, 
with promised delivery on June 30. It did not arrive on time due to internal problems at 
Wang Laboratories. Wang Laboratories rescinded the original agreement on September 
22, and the system finally arrived on October 26. It was set up in a seven-room facility at 
Daystar Communications in Nairobi and introduced yet another set of problems for 
Barrett.277 Daystar wanted part ownership of the computer, but Barrett believed that the 
                                                 
274 Ed Dayton to David Barrett, June 9, 1978, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
 275 “World Christian Handbook/Centre for the Study of World Evangelization, Minutes of 
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World Christian Handbook Society (WCHS) was the sole owner.278 The WCHS 
researched for eight months on what to buy, completed detailed analysis, and then fought 
for another eight months to get it delivered and set up.279 Daystar and Barrett fought for 
months over who owned the Wang system. After getting lawyers involved, they finally 
arrived at an agreement and split ownership of the system 50/50, although an independent 
investigation from Price Waterhouse Associates found that the Unit of Research did owe 
Daystar money.280 
The Church of the Province of Kenya (CPK) also tried to claim ownership of the 
Wang computer system. In 1982, they eventually relented and allowed Barrett ownership 
of the computer since it was funded partly by Barrett and partly from outside donations. 
They also relinquished ownership of the WCE since Barrett contracted with the publisher 
in his private name, not that of the CPK. 
 
Conclusion 
The World Christian Encyclopedia was a tremendous achievement. It was 
different in content, approach, and tone than its predecessors and demanded the attention 
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of both scholarly and evangelical audiences. Barrett did the impossible—he quantified 
the Christian world, the religious world, and the non-religious world. He uncovered 
millions more Christians and thousands of new denominations. He placed adherence to 
other religions side-by-side to Christian adherence. He provided an intellectual 
framework within which to understand changes in global religious adherence during a 
time of uncertainty of the future of religion. 
The complexity of the book reflected the complexity of the era in which it was 
produced (1968–1982). While world Christianity changed around Barrett, his vision of 
the WCH/WCE expanded. He added several new variables to reflect global changes, 
particularly regarding technology. Every country article included a section on 
broadcasting that highlighted Christian use of radio and television for evangelistic, 
educational, and other purposes. Barrett wisely anticipated the future importance of 
communication technology. Further, the drama surrounding data bases, data banks, 
computers, and other equipment illustrated Barrett’s insistence on keeping up with 
technology. This episode of the WCE’s production cost Barrett more than money—it 
resulted in fractured relationships, burned bridges, and a reputation for being uncharitable 
and uncooperative. 
The transition of the World Christian Handbook to the World Christian 
Encyclopedia revealed limitations of ecumenical cooperation. David Barrett’s desire for a 
comprehensive anthology of world Christianity clashed with François Houtart’s vision of 
a sociological treatment of Christianity in the modern world, which further conflicted 
with Ed Dayton’s goal to use technology to inform Christian mission worldwide. Barrett 
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touted the WCE as the most ecumenical of projects because Christians from all over the 
world contributed to its production by sending data, photos, and other materials to 
Nairobi. However, the inner dynamics of the editors were frustrated, problematic, and 
dramatic from the very beginning of the project. In the end, neither traditions of the 
World Christian Handbook nor the Bilan du Monde continued.  
Barrett and the World Christian Encyclopedia were part of the long history of 
research in mission and social science. However, at the same time, Barrett was part of a 
new, younger generation of missionary researchers. He was a mixture of many different 
streams: ecumenical, evangelical, liberal Protestant, religious studies, social science, and 
engineering. As a pioneering visionary, Barrett forged ahead with unstoppable force with 
his vision of a comprehensive survey of world Christianity. What appeared to be 
ruthlessness was, in fact, an unbending devotion to a new, post-colonial vision of world 
Christianity—regardless if his collaborators shared in his vision.  
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CONCLUSION 
IMPACT OF THE WORLD CHRISTIAN ENCYCLOPEDIA 
The World Christian Encyclopedia fundamentally changed the conceptualization 
of religion in the modern world. The specific religious make-up of the world was 
undocumented before the book’s publication. No one knew the true size and scope of 
Christianity worldwide, or had quantified the rapidly-growing movement of African 
Independent Churches, or had attempted to count the number of atheists in the world. The 
WCE informed conversations about world religion within both missionary and church 
communities as well as scholarly academia.  
More importantly, however, through the WCE, David Barrett played a critical role 
in re-defining Christianity in a post-colonial world. This chapter analyzes reviews, 
strengths, and weaknesses of the WCE and Barrett’s methodology. It further 
contextualizes the WCE within conversations about “world Christianity” leading up to its 
publication and toward the turn of the twenty-first century. This chapter argues that 
Barrett’s findings in the World Christian Encyclopedia were stimuli for new thinking 
about “world Christianity.” In fact, Barrett identified changes in world Christianity long 
before Philip Jenkins popularized the shift of Christianity to the global South in his 2002 
book, The Next Christendom, and before Walbert Bülhman’s The Coming of the Third 
Church (1977).1 Barrett was one of the earliest scholars who advocated for a post-
                                                 
1 Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002); Walbert Bühlmann, The Coming of the Third Church: An Analysis of the Present 
and Future of the Church (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1977). For a brief overview of American 
Protestant conceptualization of “world Christianity” in the twentieth century, see James Strasburg, 
“Creating, Practicing, and Researching a Global Faith: Conceptualizations of World Christianity in the 
American Protestant Pastorate and Seminary Classroom, 1893 to the Present,” Journal of World 
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colonial understanding of world Christianity—a Christianity found primarily in the global 
South. 
 
Major findings of the World Christian Encyclopedia 
The World Christian Encyclopedia was finally finished and at the printer in New 
York in September 1981.2 Complimentary copies of the World Christian Encyclopedia 
were sent in April 1982.3 Barrett personally gave a copy of the WCE to Pope John Paul 
II, pictured below.4 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
Christianity 6, no. 2 (2016): 217–236. Strasburg identified three major shifts in the development of world 
Christianity in the twentieth century: world evangelization, worldwide ecumenism, and Christian 
indigenization. “World Christianity” as a concept helped to change the relationship of American Protestants 
to mission and non-Western Christianity. 
 
2 The WCE was finished in September 1981 and officially published in 1982. It cost $95, the 
equivalent of approximately $239 in 2017. 
 
3 In April 1982, Barrett wrote letters to the dozens of people who provided photographs for the 
book and paid them the agreed amounts for their use. His stock statement in each letter read, “Since, as a 
missionary priest of the Church of England, I receive no salary or expenses apart from living allowances, 
this money has had to be raised by direct donations from churches and will you appreciate that this takes 
ages.” David Barrett to many recipients, April 7, 1982, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, Center for the 
Study of Global Christianity, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, South Hamilton, Massachusetts. 
 
4 Details of how Barrett received the opportunity to meet the Pope are unknown. Nor is the date 
known. The only mention of the event in Barrett’s papers was a letter to David Fraser in September 1981 
that he was planning to give a copy to Pope John Paul II (David Barrett to David Fraser, September 21, 
1981, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS). There were several photos in Barrett’s personal 
papers of this encounter. It appeared that Barrett was part of a delegation at St. Peter’s Square at a 
Wednesday or Sunday public audience. Groups might have been registered with special tickets to sit closer 
to the Pope. If so, Barrett and his group did not necessarily receive a special audience with the Pope. 
However, there was one picture of Barrett with an African delegation meeting the Pope indoors. It appeared 
that this group was presented to the Pope and received a more official exchange. Thanks to Michel 
Chambon for his insights into these photos.  
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Figure 5.1. David B. Barrett and Pope John Paul II 
 
Source: David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, Center for the Study of Global Christianity, Gordon-Conwell Theological 
Seminary, South Hamilton, Massachusetts. 
 
The World Christian Encyclopedia employed a scientific approach to analyzing 
data on religion and was the most extensive survey of Christianity to date. Barrett worked 
at the height of the secularization narrative’s influence in the 1960s and 1970s. However, 
he did not let the predictions of fellow Western sociologists negate his work to document 
the changes in religious adherence in the world. In fact, in 1970 he claimed there would 
be 350 million Christians in Africa by the year 2000.5 Sociologist Robert Wuthnow 
commented that Barrett’s statistics were “as close to being ‘official’ as any such statistics 
could be.”6 Barrett’s research was part of the body of evidence that proved religion was 
not on a worldwide, downward spiral toward the year 2000. 
                                                 
5 David B. Barrett, “AD 2000: 350 Million Christians in Africa,” International Review of Mission 
59, no. 233 (1970): 38–54. 
 
6 Robert Wuthnow, Boundless Faith: The Global Outreach of American Churches (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009), 39. 
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Barrett’s massive undertaking was closer in scope to a world census than any 
previous estimates of the global religious landscape. He reported 1.4 billion Christians in 
the world in 1980, many located in thousands of new Christian denominations—four 
times the amount reported in the book’s immediate predecessor, the 1968 World 
Christian Handbook. In his travel to 212 countries in search of the best available 
information he amassed a data matrix of thousands of variables and created a network of 
hundreds of global contacts from a wide variety of Christian traditions. His enormous 
statistical survey and body of research demonstrated that many prior predictions, from 
both missionary research and the sociology of religion, were inaccurate. The major 
findings of the book were the diversity and fragmentation of world Christianity, the 
resilience of traditional religion, and the growth of atheism and agnosticism. 
 
Diversity and Fragmentation of World Christianity 
Overall, the WCE framed the global Christian situation as a paradox. During the 
twentieth century, the percentage of Christians worldwide experienced a marked 
proportional decline from 34.4% of the world’s population in 1900 to 32.8% by mid-
1980.7 At the same time, however, Christianity experienced dramatic and rapid growth in 
Africa and Asia. Much of the growth of Christianity was due to conversions, and then 
those converts had many children as part of the so-called “population explosion” of the 
                                                 
7 David B. Barrett, ed., World Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative Survey of Churches and 
Religions in the Modern World, A.D. 1900–2000 (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1982), 6. 
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1970s.8 Between 1970 and 1980, Barrett estimated an average of 21.4 million new 
Christians a year.9 In Africa, Christians grew from 9.9 million in 1900 to 203 million in 
1980, with 6 million new Christians in 1980 alone. By 1980, Christians increased in East 
Asia by 360,000 new Christians per year and in South Asia, 447,000 new Christians per 
year.10 At the same time, Christianity experienced massive losses in the Western and 
Communist worlds. Barrett estimated that Christianity in the Soviet Union declined from 
83.6% of the population in 1900 to 36.1% in 1980. In Europe and North America, by 
1980, Christianity lost 1.8 million Christians every year.11 No missionary or secular, 
Western sociologist anticipated such significant growth of Christianity in the global 
South and decline in the global North. Barrett exceeded both the efforts and expectations 
of earlier generations of Christians.12 
One of the most significant findings of the WCE was the diversity and 
fragmentation of world Christianity. Christianity had split into 20,800 denominations 
among 8,990 distinct ethnolinguistic people groups and 7,010 languages.13 Diversity was 
interpreted positively as divergences of faith and practice from one denomination to 
other. Diversity was a result of the number of cultures and contexts to which Christianity 
                                                 
8 See John Iliffe, Africans: The History of a Continent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 251–254. 
 
9 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 7. 
 
10 Ibid. 
 
11 Ibid.  
 
12 Ibid., 19. 
 
13 Ibid., x.  
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had spread. Fragmentation, however, was the negative “multiplicity” of denominations 
stemming from divisiveness and against most church leaders’ hopes of global Christian 
cooperation. Barrett illustrated the diversity of Christianity through his analysis of 
ethnolinguistic peoples. In 1900, Christianity was overwhelmingly white (81.1%). By 
1980, white Christians represented only half of all Christians (50.5%), and by 1981, non-
whites formed the majority of all Christians for the first time in 1,200 years.14 In 1900, 
the largest majority-Christian ethnolinguistic group was Russians in Russia with 59 
million church members. By 1980, the largest group was USA Whites (108 million 
church members), and by 2000, Barrett anticipated that the largest Christian 
ethnolinguistic group would be Spanish-speaking Mestizos in Latin America, with 173 
million church members.15 “Christian languages” were defined demographically as the 
number of speakers of a particular language who were Christians. The six largest 
Christian languages in 1980 were still European languages: Spanish, English, Portuguese, 
German, French, and Italian.16 Spanish and Portuguese were due to the size of 
Christianity in Latin America, not Europe. 
The “non-white indigenous Christianity” category in Barrett’s taxonomy 
illustrated the diversity of Christianity and that the religion had indigenized across 
                                                 
14 Ibid., 9. 
 
15 Ibid. Barrett was correct. In 2000, the largest Christian ethnolinguistic group was indeed 
Spanish-speaking Mestizos in Latin America (170 million church members). Barrett did not predict, 
however, that Han Chinese in China would be 7% Christian in 2000 (from less than one percent in 1980), 
nor that Russians in Russia would be 79% Christian in 2000, up from 31% in 1980. See Todd M. Johnson 
and Gina A. Zurlo, eds., World Christian Database (Leiden: Brill, accessed February 28, 2017), 
http://www.worldchristiandatabase.org/wcd/. 
 
16 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 11. 
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cultures. Barrett first experienced indigenous Christianity in rural Western Kenya and set 
out to locate it elsewhere around the world. Figure 5.2 below illustrated the scope of 
indigenous Christianity. A significant contributor to the diversity of global Christianity 
was its phenomenal and unexpected growth in sub-Saharan Africa. The WCE was the 
first place to report on the number of adherents of African Independent Churches: 24 
million adherents in 1980.17  
 
Figure 5.2. Non-White Indigenous Christianity 
 
 
Source: David B. Barrett, World Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative Survey of Churches and Religions in the 
Modern World, A.D. 1900–2000 (Nairobi: Oxford University Press), 60. 
 
                                                 
17 Ibid., 782, 791. 
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Traditional Religions 
Early in the twentieth century, some church and mission leaders predicted that 
traditional religions would die out within a generation.18 Many adherents of traditional 
religions did indeed convert to Christianity or Islam during the twentieth century.19 
However, traditional religions also showed resilience against Christianity and Islam, and 
there were still many millions who remained unconverted. The WCE reported 89.9 
million adherents of traditional religions in 1980, 2.1% of the global population.20 Africa 
was home to the most adherents, 63.9 million, representing 13.9% of Africa’s 
population.21 South Asia held the next largest population, where 23.9 million adherents of 
traditional religions represented 1.7% of the population.22 
 
Atheism and Agnosticism  
Secularism and communism made significant advances by mid-century. The 
“massive rate of defection from Christianity within its 19th-century heartlands,” as Barrett 
described it, was a totally unexpected occurrence.23 The World Christian Encyclopedia 
                                                 
18 World Missionary Conference 1910, Report of Commission I: Carrying the Gospel to all the 
Non-Christian World (Edinburgh: Oliphant, Anderson & Ferrier, 1910); Peter Berger, “A Bleak Outlook is 
Seen for Religion,” The New York Times, April 25, 1968; Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the 
Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992), 216–217.  
 
19 The term Barrett used was “ethnoreligion,” here referred to as “traditional religion.” 
 
20 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 6.  
 
21 Ibid., 782. 
 
22 Ibid., 785.  
 
23 Ibid., 5. 
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was the first publication to approximate a global total of atheists.24 Barrett reported 715.9 
million atheists and agnostics worldwide in 1980, 16.4% of the global population. This 
figure was up from a mere 2.9 million in 1900, or 0.2% of the world’s population.25 Few 
government censuses with a question on religion made distinctions between atheists and 
agnostics, nor did public opinion polls. Where census and polling data were unavailable, 
Barrett created a formula based on statistical examination of Communist party 
membership and atheism in several countries with figures available. He assumed that the 
number of atheists in a country was at least four times as large as adult members of the 
country’s Communist party membership.26 Barrett further reported that 7,600 Christians 
left churches in Europe and North America every day.27 His documentation of the rise of 
atheism and agnosticism ran contrary to accusations of Christian triumphalism.28  
 
Reception of the World Christian Encyclopedia  
At least 85 different book reviews, newspaper and magazine articles, and other 
stories about the World Christian Encyclopedia were published in 1982–1983. The book 
                                                 
24 Ibid., 69. 
 
25 Ibid., 6. 
 
26 Ibid., 69. It is unclear why Barrett made this assumption. 
 
27 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 7. 
 
28 In 1969 Barrett received a letter that critiqued an early draft of his IRM article on the numerical 
growth of Christianity in Africa. He responded, “The triumphalistic attitude you allude to is not one I hold 
at all, but if my attention to statistics gives the impression I do then I must certainly change some of the 
emphases. My position is not intended to be a theological or normative one, but a descriptive one – whether 
we like it or not, it seems as though this may happen. What to do about it is the question the paper attempts 
to raise.” See David Barrett to Elliott [no last name], May 23, 1969, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
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received considerable attention from the secular media. Articles appeared in news sources 
such as the Associated Press, New York Times, TIME, Daily Telegraph, and the BBC. 
Most articles were in English, though commentary also appeared in French, German, 
Norwegian, Dutch, and Japanese. Reviewers and reporters realized the uniqueness of the 
book. The WCE outdistanced anything previously published. It was comparable to no 
other book on the market, and it answered questions about the religious state of the 
world. Both social scientists and Christian missiologists found it impressive and 
indispensable.29 
Richard Ostling’s 1982 TIME article on Barrett’s accomplishment grabbed the 
media’s attention.30 It was atypical for a book review on religion to take up two pages of 
a publication like TIME, and it thus sparked other news agencies to pick up the story. 
Ostling briefly covered the history of the book, its contents, and its appeal. “Some 14 
years ago,” he stated, “huddling with church demographers in Nairobi, Kenya, Barrett 
launched a project that many churchmen around the world thought would take a virtual 
miracle to pull off: a nation-by-nation grand survey, complete with encyclopedic tables 
and computer-compiled statistics, all of the world’s religions, minor and major—with no 
                                                 
29 Richard Philbrick, “Review of World Christian Encyclopedia, by David B. Barrett,” National 
Catholic News Service, May 7, 1982 (Washington, D.C.), pages 4–5; ARDIS Newsletter, vol. 11, no. 3 
(April–June 1982): 35. William M. Johnston, Recent Reference Books in Religion: A Guide for Students, 
Scholars, Researchers, Buyers & Readers (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998); C. Kirk 
Hadaway, “Review of World Christian Encyclopedia, by David B. Barrett,” Review of Religious Research 
24, no. 2 (December 1982): 165; Donald McGavran, “Good Thinking: The Church on Earth: A World-
sized Survey of the Universal Church Earns Kudos with Only a Few Reservations,” Eternity, September 
1982, 36–37. 
 
30 Richard N. Ostling, “Counting Every Soul on Earth: A Miracle from Nairobi: The First Census 
of all Religions,” TIME, May 3, 1982, 66–67. 
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soul left uncounted.”31 With his language of “virtual miracle,” Ostling gently brought 
attention to the decade-long doubts that the book would never appear. 
Ostling described the production of the World Christian Encyclopedia as thrilling 
and triumphal. Barrett’s travel to 212 countries and territories, a team of 21 editors, and 
consultation with 500 experts around the world gave authoritative weight to the book. 
Ostling included Barrett’s personal story—he quit aviation engineering when he was re-
assigned to nuclear rocketry design and became an Anglican priest. Barrett’s background 
personalized him as a missionary and a researcher. Ostling described the WCE as a 
“bench mark in our understanding of the true religious state of the planet.”32 Two 
categories of Christians stood out to readers, crypto-Christians and African independents, 
both of which Barrett quantified for the first time.33  
Barrett received many letters of congratulations, well wishes, and astonishment at 
the completion of the World Christian Encyclopedia. Wade Coggins of the Evangelical 
Foreign Missions Associations called it a “monumental work” and said, “it will be of 
great value to executives, researchers and strategists.”34 Gerald Anderson of the Overseas 
                                                 
31 Ibid., 66. 
 
32 Ibid. 
 
33 For crypto-Christians, see “The State of the Church,” Christian Herald, March 1983; John 
Mbiti, “You Are Counted Because You Count,” International Review of Mission LXXII, no. 286 (April 
1983): 275; Rodney Stark, “Review of World Christian Encyclopedia, by David B. Barrett,” Sociological 
Analysis 44, no. 1 (Spring 1983): 70–71; Stephen Neill, “Book Review: World Christian Encyclopedia: A 
Comparative Study of Churches and Religions in the Modern World, A.D. 1900–2000,” International 
Bulletin of Missionary Research 6, no. 4 (October 1982); Michael H. Madany to David Barrett, from 
Mogadishu, Somalia, no date, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. Crypto-Christians were 
secret believers in Christ who remained in their previous religious tradition for security, cultural, familial, 
or other reasons. See Barrett, Encyclopedia, 49. 
 
 34 Wade Coggins (Evangelical Foreign Missions Associations, EFMA) to David Barrett, 
April 14, 1982, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
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Ministries Study Center called it “an absolute masterpiece,”35 and David Fraser of the 
Missions Advanced Research and Communication Center said, “I think it is at least as 
important and magnificent as TIME magazine made it out to be.”36 Stephen Neill, 
Barrett’s longtime mentor, called it “a wonderful achievement, literally unique in the 
entire history of the Christian church.”37 
 
Strengths of the World Christian Encyclopedia 
Most reviews of the WCE were positive. Many people felt that the book’s 
existence alone outweighed any critiques. The book answered previously unknown 
questions about religion in the world. The travel required to obtain data and the use of 
advanced computer technology were impressive. Sociologist Rodney Stark stated,  
The most extraordinary thing about this volume is that it should exist at all. To have 
detailed data on the religious affiliations of the populations of 223 separate nations 
is an immense gift to scholars for generations to come. That most of the data 
probably are reasonably accurate is more than we had any right to hope. The 
sophisticated demographic procedures are employed (for example, differential 
fertility is factored into projections) exhausts my capacity for admiration. Frankly, 
if I did not have this book here on my desk I would not believe in its existence.38 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
  
 35 Gerald Anderson (Overseas Ministries Study Center) to David Barrett, April 16, 1982, 
David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
 36 David Fraser to David Barrett, May 8, 1982, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, 
CSGC, GCTS. 
 
37 Stephen Neill to David Barrett, May 25, 1982, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
38 Stark, “Review of World Christian Encyclopedia,” 70. 
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Overall, Barrett’s data was considered accurate. Many felt it was not worth it to snipe at 
minor omissions or complain that some figures appeared to be guesswork, considering 
the entire achievement.39  
 
Answered Previously Unknown Questions 
Barrett believed that in an age of increased technological advancement, ease of 
travel, and computer analysis that questions about global religious adherence should not 
“remain a matter of faith.”40 The most repeated strength of the World Christian 
Encyclopedia was that it addressed questions whose answers were previously unknown. 
Historically, obtaining good data on religion was extremely difficult.41 No one knew 
exactly how many Christians were in the world, where the church was growing, or what 
percentage of the world was atheist, Buddhist, or Hindu.42 For example, in one of 
                                                 
39 Wilson Library Bulletin, June 1982; Stephen Neill, “Book Review,” 182–183.  
 
40 International Fides Service, “Vatican: Editor of World Christian Encyclopedia Interviewed,” 
May 19, 1982, no. 3154. 
 
41 Philbrick, “Review of World Christian Encyclopedia,” 4. 
 
42 Giles Lewis, “The Last Word in the Word: OUP’s Global Survey of Christianity Has Been 12 
Years in the Making,” Publishers Weekly, February 12, 1982, 68; “The State of the Church,” Christian 
Herald, March 1983; International Fides Service, “Vatican: Editor of World Christian Encyclopedia 
Interviewed.”; John K. Martin, “Counting the Faithful,” Media Mailing, Anglican Consultative Council, 
June 2, 1982. Barrett even claimed that the Pope thought there were 730 million Catholics in the world, but 
he counted 805 million. See “Today’s Religions: Dissected: Clergyman Compiles Encyclopedia,” 
Associated Press, no date. 
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Barrett’s questionnaires, a priest responded to a question on the number of baptized 
Catholics in his diocese with “deus scit” (God knows).43  
Most people, including Barrett, had underestimated the complexity of the 
Christian world.44 Giles Lewis of Oxford University Press pointed out major 
discrepancies and mistakes in the World Christian Handbook, the most authoritative 
statistical work until the publication of the WCE. For example, the WCH reported 15 
million Christians in Britain in 1957 and 72 million in 1962—the latter figure an obvious 
mistake, considering the total population of the UK was barely 52 million. The 1968 
edition reported only 2.8 million Christians in Britain to “correct” the mistake.45 The 
errors in what was considered the most reliable source of Christian data made it 
extremely difficult to understand the true numerical situation of world Christianity.  
Stephen Neill called Barrett the “dymthologizer” of world Christianity and 
mission, particularly regarding the myth of Christian decline. For many years, “Christian 
pessimists” declared that while the number of Christians in the world increased, the 
Christian population of the world steadily decreased. They imagined that by the end of 
the century Christians would represent a mere one-sixth of the world’s population.46 
Barrett’s work dispelled this myth in reporting only a slight percentage decline in the 
world’s Christian population.  
                                                 
43 Lewis, “The Last Word in the Word,” 67–69. Another priest, when asked how many people he 
baptized that year, answered, “12,850, but it would have been thirty thousand if I did not have to answer 
questions like this one!” 
 
44 Ibid. It was still unlikely that Britain had 15 million Christians in 1957 and 2.8 million in 1968. 
 
45 Ibid. 
 
46 Neill, “Book Review: World Christian Encyclopedia.” 
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Travel 
Many reviews focused on Barrett’s extensive travel to obtain information. It was 
impressive for someone to travel to 212 of the world’s 223 countries, including highly 
restricted areas like the USSR. In 1961, after Barrett’s first missionary tour in Kisii, 
Kenya, he took a tour of Asia. He traveled by ship from Mombasa, Kenya to Bombay, 
India, where he obtained a motorcycle and toured the Indian sub-continent. He visited 
Calcutta, Bangalore, Ooty, Shoranur, Trivandrum, Madurai, Varanasi, Agra, and Delhi, 
plus Sri Lanka (Kandy). From India, he visited Pakistan, Afghanistan, Kuwait, and Iraq. 
He was detained and quarantined for ten days in Iraq—in a “concentration camp,” he 
claimed—during a smallpox scare. From Iraq, he continued across the Syrian desert to 
Israel and Turkey, where he took a train through Europe—Bulgaria, Serbia, East 
Germany, West Germany—and eventually arrived back “home” in England, four months 
after he left Kenya.47 On another occasion, Barrett was detained leaving the Soviet Union 
on New Year’s Eve with the only copy of the 1,000-page manuscript of the WCE. 
Security personnel leafed through every page of the book looking for secret ink, hidden 
watermarks, and photographs of political dissenters or other religious leaders. However, 
the guard perhaps failed to notice the text itself, which described the status of 
Christianity, including state persecution of Christians, throughout the country.48  
 
                                                 
47 David Barrett Desk Diary 1961, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
48 “Today’s Religions,” Associated Press, no date. 
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Atheism  
Barrett’s data helped break down stereotypes not only about world Christianity 
but also atheism and agnosticism. Before the World Christian Encyclopedia, reliable 
country-by-country estimates of atheists and agnostics were unavailable. However, many 
people were curious about it because of state-imposed atheism of Communist regimes in 
the Soviet Union, China, and elsewhere. The WCE reported one-fifth of the world’s 
population as non-religious.49 The WCE coincided with an official Kremlin survey on the 
spread of atheism. Barrett won top-level clearance to work closely with Communist party 
researchers who were scrupulously objective in data collection. One hundred thirty-seven 
million Soviets were reportedly irreligious—indifferent or hostile to religion—but 97 
million of those were Christians.50 An article in the Kansas City Times about the rise of 
non-religious populations in Missouri quoted the WCE and commented, “Statistics like 
these make some theologians skeptical of the World Christian Encyclopedia findings. 
They say many non-believers live in communist and Marxist countries, not in American 
cities like Kansas City.”51 It was surprising that atheists and agnostics were not restricted 
only to Marxist or Communist countries, but were found all over the world.  
 
                                                 
49 “Non-religious” consisted of atheists and agnostics combined. 
 
50 Ostling, “Counting Every Soul,” 67. See also “A Religious Census,” National Catholic Register, 
June 13, 1982, which heavily focused on Barrett’s non-religious data. 
 
51 E. A. Torriero, “Non-believer No Longer Walks Down a Lonely Road,” Kansas City Times, 
May 20, 1982. 
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Computer Technology 
Barrett’s database contained 100 megabytes (MB) of information, which at the 
time was a huge amount of storage.52 A Wang 2200 MVP minicomputer maintained the 
database. It ran 50 different programs written in the BASIC-2 language.53 Many credited 
the completion of the book to this new and impressive computer technology: “For the 
first time in history we now have the means (computer!) to survey the whole of the 
inhabited earth as regards its religious components in all their multiplicity and 
complexity”;54 and “…without the computer the book would not have been possible.”55 
An Arizona Republic article featured the computer with the headline, 
“Computer Helps Speed Survey of World Christianity Today.”56 Authors recounted the 
story of a visiting social scientist at Barrett’s office who managed to copy several 
hundred kilobytes of computerized data stealthily. However, the thief neglected to steal 
the corresponding codebook, rendering his heist meaningless.57 
 
                                                 
52 For comparison, a typical computer in 2017 has between a 500 GB to a 1 TB (terabyte) hard 
drive.  
 
53 Lewis, “The Last Word in the Word,” 69. BASIC stood for Beginner’s All-purpose Symbolic 
Instruction Code, and came with every WANG 2200 MP and 2200 MVP. 
 
54 Frans J. Verstraelen, “Calculation and Surprise in the World Christian Encyclopedia,” 
Missiology 12, no. 1 (1984): 55. 
 
55 Mbiti, “You are Counted Because You Count,” 273. 
 
56 “Computer Helps Speed Survey of World Christianity Today,” Phoenix, Arizona Republic, July 
3, 1982. 
 
57 “Today’s Religions: Dissected,” Associated Press. 
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Weaknesses of the World Christian Encyclopedia  
Many people were overwhelmed by the World Christian Encyclopedia although 
the quality of research was unlike anything ever previously published.58 The book gave 
huge credibility to Barrett’s efforts over the last 13 years, but most people felt like they 
were not able to critique its content because not enough source information was available 
on how it was constructed. For the average Christian, the book was difficult to access 
because of its complexity. Although Barrett wanted to serve both the church and the 
academy, in the end, the primary audience of the WCE was scholars. Throughout the 
book’s production Barrett tried to convince the Church of the Province of Kenya and 
others that he worked for the benefit of the church. In theory, he did. However, despite 
his missionary career, Barrett chose the academy as his path to inform the world. 
Barrett’s research appealed more to scholars and academics than to lay Christians. 
Barrett received criticism for an underlying evangelistic tenor throughout the 
WCE despite efforts toward complete scientific objectivity. It was clear in the text that 
Barrett was still a missionary at heart. He hoped for the evangelization of the world by 
the end of the century.59 Many saw the WCE as a tremendous tool for reaching groups in 
the global South with no access to the gospel even though Barrett wrote very little about 
                                                 
58 In his review in Missiology, Frans Verstraelen stated, “…it is with a certain feeling of awe that I 
come to such an overwhelming rich mine of information, and orientation as is contained in the World 
Christian Encyclopedia!” He also stated that the book was “very impressive, but also overwhelming.” 
Verstraelen, “Calculation and Surprise,” 55–62. 
 
59 Barrett anticipated that 83.4% of the world would be evangelized by 2000. Barrett, 
Encyclopedia, 796. See also Stewart Lamont, “Picture of World Religion Painted on a Broad Canvas,” The 
Glasgow Herald, July 15, 1982. 
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“unreached people groups” explicitly.60 Another description of the WCE was as a 
scholarly book with a missionary slant.61 Christopher Howe commented in the Catholic 
Herald that the WCE had a Protestant evangelical flavor and was “a scholarly 
compilation, invaluable for the planning of evangelistion.”62 At the same time, he 
critiqued the book for indicating “nothing about the meaning of Christianity.” That is, the 
empirical nature of the text provided detailed descriptions of Christian groups but 
provided nearly nothing about what they stood for theologically.  
The only known review outside the Christian world was a 1986 article by Ram 
Swarup in Hinduism Today.63 He commended the text for its comprehensiveness in time 
and space and its truly global perspective on religion. He praised Barrett as a quantifier 
and statistician par excellence. Swarup thought that Barrett veiled a Christian worldview 
and interpretive framework with a thin statistical veneer and that Barrett was “neither an 
impartial historian or a disinterested philosopher.”64 Although severely biased itself, this 
critique hearkened back to Barrett’s struggle as a scientifically-oriented missionary 
researcher and the problem of audience. Barrett wanted the World Christian 
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Encyclopedia to serve the church and inform its global mission, but he also wanted it to 
be used by others. Barrett lived in a past age where objectivity was considered 
achievable, but he failed to live up to that aspiration. His Western Christian bias was still 
apparent.   
 
Skepticism About Barrett’s Data 
Some expressed skepticism about the reliability of Barrett’s data. Many people 
wrote to Barrett with complaints that the information about their denomination or 
organization was incorrect. Others were upset that so many years had passed since their 
correspondence—in some cases, at least a decade—that the data were outdated by the 
time of publication. Barrett also tended to err on the side of the churches when there was 
a discrepancy between church and governmental figures. John Padwick, who worked on 
the WCE on its traditional religion and Muslim figures, never fully trusted Barrett’s 
statistics on African Independent Churches. He found that Barrett too generously 
accepted figures provided by church leaders.65 Barrett did have triangulation built into his 
statistical system, so all figures provided by church or denominational leaders were 
checked against other sources. However, this system did not guarantee complete accuracy 
of his estimates. Rodney Stark critiqued Barrett’s Catholic data, for example, which 
failed to correlate with other data of certain validity. Further, Stark noticed that all the 
numbers ended in zero or five, meaning they were estimates, not precise figures. Well-
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informed estimates were still useful, he said, and in most cases, precise figures were not 
obtainable. Stark concluded, “Thus, while not all of Barrett’s data probably are 
sufficiently accurate to be used for research, for the most part those that I have utilized 
seem quite satisfactory.”66 In a review, J.G. Donders found the broadcasting and media 
data for his unspecified home country “neither complete nor correct.”67 In a rather 
scathing review in The Glasgow Herald, Stewart Lamont called Barrett’s effort to record 
encyclopedic facts about Christianity “folly.”68 Further, the mixture of statistical methods 
and comparisons of the contemporary situation with a century ago was “foolish to the 
statistically wise.”69 He critiqued Barrett’s broad-brush analysis of the world Christian 
situation. Harold Turner and Marthinus Daneel similarly critiqued Barrett’s Schism and 
Renewal in the late 1960s. Barrett was a generalist and a globalist. Those concerned with 
particular countries, cultures, time periods, or peoples typically found Barrett’s grandiose, 
global surveys to be too broad and thus inaccurate. 
A further point of frustration for readers was Barrett’s definition of “Christian.” 
Walter Hollenweger, with whom Barrett corresponded on counting Pentecostals, 
expressed confusion. While Barrett followed a principle of self-identification, he also 
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took other factors into consideration. He added survey and questionnaire results to self-
identification, a procedure that blurred Barrett’s presentation of an apparently fixed 
definition.70 Other reviewers simply thought Barrett was unclear in his definition. Daniel 
Edwards in his Church Times review commented, “So I am afraid that we must be 
cautious about some of the details in this vast attempt to say who is, and who is not, a 
Christian: and it is strange that the highly respectable sponsors of this project did not 
insist on a far more modest presentation of the work done.”71 Also, Patrick Johnstone 
disagreed with Barrett’s presentation of evangelical Christians after their many years of 
collaboration on the subject. Johnstone insisted on understanding evangelicals in a 
theological sense and found Barrett’s split typology of self-identification misleading.72 
 
Too Complicated 
Barrett created a complicated mechanism for understanding the religious and non-
religious state of the planet. He handed his audiences the mechanism itself without 
putting a user-friendly cover on it. The book’s oversized pages contained lengthy articles 
in small font sizes and complicated tables with seemingly endless rows of numbers that 
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had to be read with a ruler—it was almost too much for people to handle. One of the most 
significant critiques of the World Christian Encyclopedia was its complexity, and thus its 
inaccessibility to users.73 Johnstone, the only other person to attempt a similar feat to 
Barrett’s, had the same criticism. He commented that people felt overwhelmed by 
Barrett’s project and found the WCE difficult to navigate.74 Most reviewers rationalized 
its complexity because of the immense amount of material available, especially in each 
country’s list of denominations.75 
 
Missing Credits 
Missing from any of the reviews were mention of François Houtart, Georges 
Deroy, or Malcolm McVeigh, Barrett’s fellow editors in the 13-year process of the 
book’s production. Barrett received all the credit as sole author/editor. Neill commented 
that while the project included a network of collaborators, it “depended on one brain and 
one iron will.”76 Barrett provided a great service to the world’s Christians and their 
leaders, and his “Herculean labours” were sustained by his enthusiasm for information 
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“in which many a man would have drowned.”77 Credited as the only person responsible 
for the World Christian Encyclopedia, Barrett was the sole man to uncover answers to 
previously unknown questions about the religious world.   
After years of silence, Houtart resurfaced after the WCE was published and 
expressed disappointment with the product. He complained about the high cost of the 
book and his inability to purchase copies for collaborators. Barrett kept Houtart at bay 
regarding finances: “Together with the loans I borrowed, there are quite sizeable sums 
still to be repaid by me, so you should not think that anybody will be getting any money 
out of this enterprise.”78 Houtart considered himself the main financer of the book and 
was deeply upset that he would not see any of his debts repaid from its production. 
Barrett denied that Houtart was the main financer. Houtart supported the work from 
1970–1974, but there were significant costs from 1975–1981 for research, production, 
and printing that far outweighed the investment Houtart put into the project in the early 
1970s. Barrett took a net loss on the WCE—there was no hope for repaying debts, loans, 
or Houtart. Barrett was prepared for this because his main purpose was to get the material 
out to the public, not make a profit.79  
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Houtart did not even receive a copy of the book nor an author’s discount to 
purchase copies because Barrett removed his name from the contract.80 Barrett reiterated 
the problems with finding a French publisher, the difficulties in keeping up a good pace 
of correspondence, the high cost of research, and difficulties in finding photographs, 
among other issues. In the end, as Barrett often did, he placed the blame squarely on 
Houtart: “The major failure has been, not my relations with several hundred collaborators 
(with almost all, my relations continue to be very good to this day), but your own failure 
to produce the promised French edition Bilan du Christianisme and thus to perpetuate the 
BM tradition.”81 Barrett believed that Houtart only had himself to blame if he was 
unhappy with the final product.  
 
Barrett’s Methodology 
The findings of the World Christian Encyclopedia arose from David Barrett’s 
distinct methodological context as a British-born, American-trained, African-based social 
scientific missionary researcher. He was a clear product of the American school of 
sociology and included very little theorizing in the World Christian Encyclopedia, 
evidence of his deeply-embedded empiricism.82 For Barrett, empirical data was the whole 
of the sociological dimension of his work. He thought that good data made good 
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sociology.83 Barrett’s techniques for collecting and analyzing empirical data on world 
Christianity pushed the boundaries of standard sociology. He perceived Christianity to be 
so different in size and scope than previously estimated, that new insights, methods, 
ideas, and sources were required to see its full reach. He went beyond standard methods 
for studying religion scientifically in the creation of new definitions, classifications, and 
taxonomies.  
Standard sociological methods were an important foundation for Barrett’s work in 
the study of past, present, and future changes in the global religious landscape. He sent 
questionnaires to denominational headquarters, national councils of churches, and 
mission organizations. He used surveys to describe previously undocumented social-
religious factors. He interviewed church leaders around the world and participated in and 
observed worship services of newly-formed African Independent Churches. He gathered 
a tremendous amount of literature for content analysis, including magazines, newspapers, 
and prayer letters. He collected and analyzed government census data, both published and 
unpublished. In the end, he coded and analyzed these diverse forms of data into massive 
matrixes, statistically analyzed them, and fastidiously checked them for accuracy. This 
undertaking allowed him to arrive at estimates for the number of religious adherents in 
every country of the world.  
Barrett’s work was truly set apart by the utilization of these methods in non-
Western contexts. He went beyond standard social scientific research by focusing on 
religion first in Africa, then the world. Most social science surveys used data obtained 
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from a sample population to generalize to the larger population, but Barrett’s surveys and 
questionnaires were far more comprehensive regarding the number of people he surveyed 
and their geographic foci. Few Western-trained sociologists studied religion outside of 
Europe and North America, nor were there many surveys on social attitudes for religion 
outside these contexts.84 Barrett filled a gap in the sociological study of religion by 
paying attention to the organization of religion on a cross-cultural basis.85  
David Barrett’s graduate studies at Columbia University and Union Theological 
Seminary introduced him to the social scientific study of religion. He found it to be the 
perfect combination of his scientific background in engineering and his religious 
motivation as a career missionary—much like his predecessors in Christian sociology. 
Barrett borrowed elements from Protestant theological liberalism, movements of 
Christian cooperation, mission, and empirical sociology for his investigation into the true 
quantitative status of the world’s religions, both Christian and non-Christian. Barrett’s 
work eventually helped prove that secularization theory was wrong and that, in fact, 
global religious adherence was on the rise. He did not make explicit comments in the 
WCE against the secularization theory—that increased modernization led to a decrease in 
religious belief and practice—but he showed through quantification that religion was not 
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necessarily decreasing in strength.86 The trends that Peter Berger identified in the 1990s 
when he recanted his position on secularization were the exact trends that Barrett 
identified through empirical research.87 
Barrett quickly realized that the methods he learned at Columbia were not directly 
transferable to an East Africa setting. African religion was, quite simply, totally different 
from European religion. When the initial European explorers encountered African tribes, 
they thought Africa was without religion entirely.88 They could not see that African 
religious experience and behavior was less tangible; there was no separation between 
natural and supernatural, nor was there the concept of church membership.89 The 
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standards for social surveys in Western contexts were impossibly high for Africa due to 
lack of personnel, funds, and other resources. While Barrett questioned the ability to 
perform high-scale social surveys, he found that interviewing could be a far more 
effective method in Africa: “Since Africans love to talk, once the initial cautious barriers 
are down, a world of interesting material can be gained here by the investigator of 
unlimited patience and time.”90 Barrett sensed that researchers would need to obtain 
large-scale statistics to give meaning to any potential indicators before any scientific, 
statistical analysis could be performed on religion in Africa.91 
Barrett’s methodological extensions enabled him to achieve the massive 
undertaking of quantifying the entire religious and non-religious world. Important 
elements of his method included his theological leanings, diversity of sources, emphasis 
on comparative statistics, maintenance of clear definitions, and the development of 
taxonomies and classifications for religions and peoples. 
 
Theology of Enumeration 
Barrett was a missionary and had a desire for Christian outreach. However, his 
primary motivation was to present an objective and empirical picture of the numerical 
advance and decline of Christianity in its global context, through a comparative lens.92 
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Barrett’s starting point was different from other sociologists. For him, the requisite 
background for understanding his global survey of Christianity was a theology of 
mission, grounded in a theology of Christian enumeration.93 Thus, the justification for his 
work in quantifying the world was to help Christians realize the extent to which the 
church had been faithful to Christ’s commission to make disciples of all nations. He 
wanted to help the church understand the magnitude of the unfinished task of 
evangelization and to determine where to commit further resources in the quest to fulfill 
the Great Commission.94 He argued that any Christians who wanted to understand the 
status of evangelization had to come to terms with statistics. That is, one could not fully 
see all dimensions of a complex problem such as evangelization until it was quantified.95 
However, even though his rationale for research was theologically-based, the end goal 
was scientific, not theological. 
Barrett brought a theological lens to his study of sociology.96 As a former 
engineer, he understood scientific arguments for and statistical analyses of religious 
behavior. He expressed disappointment with the literature for its lack of theological 
grounding and respect for religion. For example, he thought that theologians would be 
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unsatisfied with Gerhard Lenski’s The Religious Factor, one of the most prominent 
sociological books on religion at the time. As a sociologist, Lenski adopted a 
theologically neutral position, yet in doing so avoided religious categories such as God, 
gospel, conversion, and other intangible aspects of religion. Barrett thought these aspects 
were more important to actual religious people than other measurements, such as 
membership. Barrett asked himself, “Can, or ought, both the theological and the 
sociological perspectives be combined or introduced into a single study? Is it possible for 
a study to be ‘respectable’ sociologically, and at the same time to have theological 
presuppositions? Do we know of any studies which are?”97 He further mused, “What is 
the value of studies such as this (i.e. sociological but non-theological studies of religion) 
for those committed to the Christian position?”98 While Columbia was the ideal place for 
Barrett to combine his scientific and theological training, he expressed frustration that the 
social scientific study of religion did not seem to take religion very seriously and 
crowded out theological voices.99 
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Data, Records, and Other Source Material 
Barrett eagerly went beyond standard types of source material. He believed that 
expert judgments from knowledgeable people served as valuable indicators to help 
support statistical analysis.100 He reached out to directors of Christian councils and local 
church leaders all over the world for information, and some of his most consistent 
sources of data were career missionaries. In many cases, Barrett received the most 
authoritative data from local sources, published or unpublished. Most of the material in 
the World Christian Encyclopedia was from previously unpublished inquiries, 
summarized in 12 points: (1) 5,000 statistical questionnaires returned by churches and 
national collaborators from 1968–1976; (2) field surveys and interviews in over 200 
countries between 1965–1975; (3) personal correspondence from 1966–1982; (4) 
unpublished documentation collected while traveling including reports, memoranda, 
photographs, maps, and historical documents; (5) primary published documents in limited 
circulation; (6) 300 directories of Christian denominations, councils, and confessions; (7) 
400 printed contemporary descriptions of churches and their confessions; (8) official 
reports from 500 government national censuses of population, which included the 
religion question in over 120 countries between 1900 and 1976; (9) unpublished and 
unprocessed reports from 50 government population censuses; (10) unpublished 
computer searches and computerized surveys of 8,000 dissertations on Christianity and 
other religions; (11) bibliographic lists from major libraries; and (12) in-depth interviews 
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with bishops, church leaders, and theologians on the meaning of quantification of 
Christianity and other matters.101 
He used a wide range of available data from churches, including at least seven 
different categories of statistics: (1) demographic and sociographic statistics on Christian 
populations; (2) statistics of religious behavior and practice; (3) ecclesiastical jurisdiction 
and structures; (4) church personnel and lay workers; (5) social and cultural institutions 
like schools and hospitals; (6) church finance; and (7) religious beliefs, motivations, and 
attitudes.102 Barrett did not include in his statistical analysis most standard dimensions of 
the social scientific study of religion such as belief, practice, attitudes, and behavior. His 
primary concern was to present an accurate global picture of religious affiliation for the 
first time in history. He did not include these other measures of religious life because his 
project largely focused on documenting the basic empirical data for other studies to 
use.103 He established broad areas of magnitude and provided general order estimates of a 
situation on the global, continental, racial, tribal, regional, and denominational levels.104 
 
Comparative Statistics 
For Barrett, the language of mathematics was critical for understanding global 
religion. He was familiar with the literature on counting people for population censuses 
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and referred to it extensively in his work.105 He believed in the objectivity of religious 
statistics and their use as descriptors. He stated, “they [statistics] offer us the quickest, 
most scientific and most objective way of presenting large amounts of highly-condensed 
and accurate information, and of describing large groupings of peoples and their activities 
in particular points in time.”106 The World Christian Encyclopedia was the first place to 
relate religious affiliation statistics closely to the demographic statistics—in particular, 
government censuses—of countries and ethnolinguistic groups.107  
Providing comparative statistics was a daunting task given the sources of data 
Barrett employed. The sources did not always agree with one another, often to an extreme 
degree. Disagreement among sources was particularly the case in areas where 
Christianity was in the minority, “underground,” or persecuted. Figures reported on a 
government census could vary wildly from those reported by the churches if members 
were too afraid to be honest with enumerators. For example, enumerating the Coptic 
Church in Egypt was problematic. Egypt’s first official government census was in 1897 
and reported 731,235 Copts representing 7.3% of the population. Subsequent censuses 
reported growth in the number of Copts throughout the twentieth century: 1.9 million in 
1960, 2.0 million in 1966, and 2.3 million in 1976. However, the Coptic Church reported 
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significantly higher estimates than those in the census. In 1962, Edward Wakin reported 4 
million Copts and in 1975 Pope Shenouda reported 7 million, over three times the 
amount reported in the census.108 In countries where there were no reliable statistical data 
available, or the data were in conflict, Barrett had to make informed estimates. Further, it 
was impossible to get exact numbers of isolated Christians and what he called “crypto-
Christians,” or secret Christians, so these had to be conservatively estimated as well.109 
Unlike the editors of the previous editions of the WCE’s predecessor, the World Christian 
Handbook, Barrett was willing to report on extremely difficult situations. He believed 
that rough estimates were better than reporting no data at all.  
A further complication in comparative statistics was that churches did not always 
use the same measures in quantifying their congregations. For example, Catholic 
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statistics did not give separate estimates for adults, so the WCE provided general order 
estimates throughout by multiplying the total number of affiliated Catholics by the 
national figure for the percentage of the population over 14 years old.110 The weakness of 
this approach was that it assumed the age breakdown of the Catholic Church was similar 
to the country as a whole, which might have been a reasonable assumption in the Western 
world but perhaps not elsewhere, where age-sets among different religious traditions 
could have different distributions. However, Barrett reported on both the number of 
adults and the number of affiliated Christians in the book so churches could see their 
figures represented. “Adults,” the figure provided by some of the churches, was presented 
in column 6 of each country’s table 2 that listed every denomination in the country.111 If 
the figure provided did not include children, Barrett estimated the total affiliated 
population, consisting of both adults and children, and presented it in column 7. For 
example, in Guatemala, the number of adults in the Assembleas de Dios (Assemblies of 
God) was 32,731 (column 6), but Barrett reported 60,000 affiliated Christians in the 
denomination (column 7).112  
 
                                                 
110 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 45. 
 
111 The “adults” column presented figures only for the churches that did not consider children 
members. Most churches included children, such as Catholics, Orthodox, mainline Protestants, and 
Anglicans. Baptists and some Pentecostal denominations did not. 
 
112 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 341. 
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Standard Definitions 
For his research to cross boundaries, yet stay in line with standard sociological 
methodology, Barrett had to develop strict definitions and descriptive categories.113 He 
standardized all statistical categories throughout the WCE for comparative purposes, and 
made sure that each category had the same definition in every country of the world. By 
developing definitions that could be used from country to country and denomination to 
denomination, he overcame a serious obstacle that plagued all previous efforts at 
religious enumeration.114 
One of the most important methodological elements of statistical surveys of 
Christianity was the definition of who was a Christian. The World Christian Handbook 
differentiated between “church membership” and “Christian community.” Church 
membership was the body of adult communicants of a denomination, also referred to as 
“official members.” “Christian community” included members of churches but also 
people in touch with the church sufficiently enough to be counted. That is, “Christian 
community” also included people who were unofficial members but still part of the 
church’s life.115 The difference between the two was slight but significant. The data 
presented in the WCH was always of the total Christian community. 
                                                 
113 Hans Zetterberg, On Theory and Verification in Sociology, 3rd ed. (New York: The Bedminster 
Press, 1965), 25. 
 
114 See Michael P. Fogarty, “Religious Statistics,” in Religion, Culture and Society: A Reader in 
the Sociology of Religion, ed. Louis Schneider (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1964), 393. However, 
Barrett’s definitions were not uniformly adopted by the missions research community or other social 
scientists. 
 
115 Kenneth G. Grubb, World Christian Handbook (London: World Dominion Press, 1949), 238. 
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Barrett struggled with the “total Christian community” concept in past World 
Christian Handbooks when Protestants, Catholics, and Pentecostals all had different 
understandings of what it meant to be a Christian.116 For Barrett, the basis of religious 
statistics was self-identification, meaning, the right to process one’s religious or non-
religious choice. The foundation of self-identification in Article 18 of the 1948 United 
Nations Declaration of Human Rights stated: “Everyone has the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or 
belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to 
manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.”117 
“Christian” in Barrett’s taxonomy meant everyone who self-identified as such. Instead of 
adapting the two-tiered definition of Christian reported in the WCH, he divided 
membership statistics into three types: professing Christians, affiliated Christians, and 
practicing Christians. Professing Christians were self-identified Christians of all types 
and typically the category reported by governments and polling agencies. Affiliated 
Christians were those connected to organized Christianity—their names appeared on 
church membership rolls, or they were known to clergy by name and address. Affiliated 
Christians typically meant all known baptized Christians and their children and were the 
figures usually reported by churches. The third category, practicing Christians, meant 
active, attending, and committed Christians—those who participated in the ongoing life 
                                                 
116 David Barrett to Kenneth Grubb, May 14, 1965, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, 
GCTS. 
 
117 Paul M. Taylor, Freedom of Religion: UN and European Human Rights Law and Practice 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 368–372. 
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of the church in a meaningful way. Barrett thought that for many people who were active 
in churches, this last definition of “Christian” would be the only one with which they 
would resonate, as it referred to Christians who practiced their faith regularly within the 
church.118 
Barrett believed that children needed to be included in Christian statistics. It was 
likely that children of church members would grow up to be church members, and 
children of practicing Christians would grow up to be practicing Christians. Further, 
children themselves could practice their faith, and he argued that if churches ignored 
children in their reports, they would be underestimating their numerical strength. He held 
three assumptions regarding children in Christian statistics: (1) the proportion of children 
in the Christian community in each country was the same as the proportion of children in 
the country’s population; (2) children had the same religion as their parents; and (3) 
children of practicing Christians practiced their faith to an extent as well, and should be 
considered Christians.119 
 
Taxonomy and Classifications 
Having established definitions, Barrett could organize global religion into a 
comprehensive taxonomy—an orderly schema for classification and description.120 
                                                 
118 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 47. 
 
119 Ibid., 47–48. 
 
120 Zetterberg, On Theory, 25. 
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Taxonomies enabled social scientists to summarize their descriptive studies in a way that 
allowed their research to be used by others for interpretive purposes.  
Barrett developed what he called major “ecclesiastico-cultural blocs” to divide all 
of world Christianity. He wanted to move beyond the standard taxonomy of Roman 
Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant because he observed large churches that did not place 
themselves in those traditions. To (1) Catholic, (2) Protestant, and (3) Orthodox, Barrett 
added (4) Anglicans, (5) marginal Protestants, (6) non-Roman Catholics, and (7) non-
white or black/third-world indigenous Christians. Anglicans saw themselves as a bridge 
tradition between Catholicism and Protestantism.121 Marginal Protestants included 
deviations from mainline Protestantism—such as Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses—
that claimed a second, supplementary, or ongoing source of revelation in addition to the 
Bible. Non-Roman Catholics included Old Catholics and other autocephalous Catholic 
churches. The first six groups were historically white, European Christians, although by 
1980 over one-third of Catholics, Anglicans, and Protestants were non-white.122 The last 
grouping was Barrett’s attempt to capture the growth of Christianity in the global South. 
The denominations, churches, and movements in the “non-white” or “black/third-world 
indigenous” category were initiated, founded, and controlled by black, non-Europeans in 
the global South.123 Most of these movements broke from Protestantism after 1900 and 
                                                 
121 The inclusion of Anglicans as a separate category perhaps also showed Barrett’s bias as an 
Anglican Christian. 
 
122 By 1981, half of all Christians worldwide lived in the global South (Asia, Africa, Latin 
America). See Todd M. Johnson and Kenneth R. Ross, Atlas of Global Christianity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2009), 51.  
 
123 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 60–62. 
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developed their own history, worship, spirituality, organization, and theology without 
Western aid. Barrett’s rationale for naming this category “black/third-world indigenous,” 
rather than “Independent”—the more popular term among researchers—was that the 
other six categories were already ecclesiastically independent from one another. Thus, the 
term would not be unique to these newer movements.124 The black/third-world 
indigenous category consisted of 82 million previously unreported Christians.125 
Barrett also created an ethnolinguistic classification of the world’s peoples. The 
WCE reported 8,990 constituent people groups who spoke 7,010 distinct languages. His 
ethnolinguistic people research was an attempt to affirm the centrality of indigenous 
cultures to local expressions of Christianity and validate their right to exist in autonomy, 
free from colonial influence. Barrett’s ethnolinguistic analysis went beyond political 
boundaries to argue that people were not first and foremost citizens of a country, but 
members of a traditional homogeneous unit.126 His ethnolinguistic taxonomy of the 
world’s peoples considered race, language, and ethnicity. Race was biologically 
conceptualized in five, potentially overlapping, categories: Australoid, Capoid, 
Caucasoid, Mongoloid, and Negroid. He admitted that many scientists found the concept 
of different races to be outdated, but defended its usage in the peoples taxonomy. He 
argued that a “pure race” was nonexistent and stressed that these categories were not 
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125 See chapter 3 of this dissertation for more on Barrett’s research on African Independent 
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126 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 107. 
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meant to be derogatory or nefariously used.127 The WCE discussed languages in 
relationship to Bible translation. A distinct language had, should have, or was agreed to 
need to have, its own translation of the Bible.128 The definition of a “people group” was 
“a group of people who do things together in a patterned way,” including shared beliefs, 
customs, values, judgments, institutions, language, art, history, or territory.129  
An ethnolinguistic people group was as “an ethnic or ethno-cultural or racial 
group speaking its own language or mother tongue.”130 For example, ethnic Kazakhs who 
spoke Kazakh as their primary language was a separate ethnolinguistic group from ethnic 
Kazakhs who spoke Russian as their primary language.131 The extent to whether an entire 
group could properly be called a “Christian people” was measured by three factors: (1) 
how many Christians there were in the group; (2) how many years the group had been 
                                                 
127 Ibid. 
 
128 Ibid., 108. “For the purposes of this Encyclopedia, we define a distinct language as one which 
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Encyclopedia, 388. 
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exposed to Christianity; and (3) the depth of Christian influence on the group’s language, 
literature, and culture.132 
 
Critique of Barrett’s Methodology 
Barrett’s working context was both helpful and restrictive regarding his 
innovative adaptations of sociological methods. Even as a relative newcomer in 
sociology, he made many positive contributions to research and methodology. However, 
his Christian perspective limited him by asking sociological questions through a 
missiological lens. 
 
Motivation for Quantifying Religion 
Why did Barrett care to create a taxonomy of the world’s religions?133 Perhaps 
this desire stemmed from his evangelistic drive as a missionary to know who’s “in” and 
who’s “out.” As shown throughout the history of missionaries and social science, it was 
outreach-oriented Christians who cared about who adhered to what religion. It was in the 
missionary context that the question of how many Muslims were in a certain region was 
important. Lacking a desire to convert others, Chinese Buddhists, for example, did not 
ask questions about who was “in” and “out” of their religious tradition. Part of Barrett’s 
                                                 
132 Ibid., 109. It is unclear exactly how Barrett measured “depth of influence.” 
 
133 Daryl Ireland and Anicka Fast provided helpful insights related to Barrett’s missionary 
motivation to count adherents of other religions. 
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motivation to quantify the world was to know how many non-Christians there were and 
where to reach them with the Christian message.  
Barrett provided detailed measurements of world evangelization—that is, who 
had the opportunity to respond to the gospel. He reported that in 1980, the world was 
64.9% evangelized, and 35.1% was not,134 and further detailed these numbers regarding 
continents and countries.135 Secular sociologists did not ask the same questions as Barrett 
because his questions were fundamentally missiological. However, mission and 
evangelism were not the only motivators for Barrett in quantifying the religious and non-
religious world. Pure, scientific inquiry also provided motivation.  
A significant critique of Barrett’s work was epistemological, related to his deep 
commitment to empiricism. He believed that empirical methods enabled him to transcend 
theological and doctrinal boundaries.136 Empiricism held that all knowledge derived from 
experience. However, not everyone experienced the world uniformly, leading to 
limitations within language itself.137 One’s perception mediated empirical data collected 
                                                 
134 Barrett, Encyclopedia, 18. 
 
135 In 1980, Africa was 74.7% evangelized; East Asia 37.5%; Europe 98.9%; Latin America 
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context of all humanity, without apologetics. See “World Christian Handbook Meeting of the Advisory 
Committee,” November 8, 1971, unknown location, David B. Barrett Papers 1957–1985, CSGC, GCTS. 
 
137 See Bertrand Russell, “The Limits of Empiricism,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 36, 
no. 1 (1936): 131–150. 
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through the senses, and it was impossible to have confidence that what one sensed was 
real.138  
Although Barrett resonated with African independence movements, for example, 
he still worked from a Christian framework in religiously and ethnically classifying the 
world. He was a British-passport-holding missionary at the twilight of the colonial 
empire—a very specific kind of context that colored the way he experienced “facts” in 
the world.139 His research did not transcend the culture in which he worked. Barrett’s 
formation was as a British-born, American-educated, Christian missionary. He might 
have even reinforced some Western-centric, civilization-as-mission views despite his 
attempts to overcome them. Barrett’s position as a British missionary most certainly 
influenced the assumptions undergirding his research. Missionaries in Africa contributed 
to the standardization, even creation, of ethnicity that Barrett further systematized with 
his ethnolinguistic peoples taxonomy. His position as a British missionary significantly 
affected his choices. Many missionaries contributed to social control by drawing ethnic 
boundaries based on their assumptions of an essential continuity between language and 
ethnic identity.140  
                                                 
138 The influence of one’s perspective was core to the anti-empirical argument of rationalists such 
as René Descartes. Descartes believed that knowledge could only be obtained by reason, not through the 
senses. See René Descartes, Discourse on the Method for Rightly Directing One’s Reason and Searching 
for Truth in the Sciences (1637). 
 
139 See chapter 3 of this dissertation for more on Barrett’s British privilege. 
 
140 See J. Fabian, Language and Colonial Power: The Appropriation of Swahili in the Former 
Belgian Congo 1880-1938 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); E. J. Hobsbawm and T. O. 
Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
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 Since Barrett used his Christian framework to create his taxonomy, how much 
did he break out of the Western- and Christian-rooted field of sociology? The research 
that formed the World Christian Encyclopedia was built on the category of “Christian,” 
with everything else as “other.” He developed many categories of “other” but did not 
detail these nearly as carefully as the categories of “Christian.” His taxonomy, though a 
significant feat, in some ways still reflected the problems from which sociologists could 
not break free. Although Barrett aimed for objectivity and relied on empiricism, his 
theology still pushed through. Perhaps Barrett did not fully succeed in moving sociology 
beyond its theoretical boundaries. Likewise, in creating definitions that crossed 
boundaries of many kinds, he assumed that his definitions were superior to others 
because he used the sociologically accepted framework of self-identification. While this 
might have appeased his academic audience, it cut off much of his evangelical audience 
who wanted to draw lines of demarcation based on theology, not self-identification. 
Further, developing taxonomies and definitions did not automatically produce 
explanations of social behavior, which was the end goal of sociological investigation. 
Other researchers needed to study those elements and formulate principles based on 
them. For example, Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778), the great classifier of organisms 
popularly known as the “father of modern taxonomy,” created the most exhaustive 
rendering of living organisms to date, but did not interpret these data. It was Charles 
Darwin (1809–1882) who eventually formulated principles based on the taxonomy of 
Linnaeus.141 Richard Ostling’s 1982 article on the WCE described Barrett as the 
                                                 
141 See Zetterberg, On Theory, 26. 
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“Linnaeus of religious taxonomy.”142 He was the great classifier of world religions, 
especially Christianity. However, he needed a Darwin-equivalent to make the 
interpretation. 
 
Lack of Consideration of Gender and Sex 
Barrett spent years collecting data, analyzing data, and creating formulas to 
measure the extent of evangelization worldwide and yet overlooked variables that would 
have been widely used by many sociologists in uncovering the drivers of religious 
change. Despite the massive amount of data he collected, Barrett did not include certain 
standard demographic variables in his analysis, particularly sex and age distributions.143 
He was a product of several different male-dominated contexts: American 
professionalized, institutionalized sociology was largely male, the adherents of 
Christianity were majority female but operated within male-oriented hierarchies and 
leadership structures, and engineering and the hard sciences were also essentially men’s 
clubs. Data on the sex breakdown of religion was admittedly difficult to obtain, but so 
was nearly all the data Barrett collected during the 13-year production of the World 
Christian Encyclopedia.  
 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
142 Ostling, “Counting Every Soul on Earth.” 
 
143 It was especially ironic that Barrett ignored gender since it was a prominent factor in 
missionary statistics dating back to the nineteenth century, especially when the women’s missionary 
movement was strong.  
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Problem of Audience 
Barrett attempted to forge a middle road between social science and missionary 
research. However, in doing so, he ran into an audience problem. He advocated for the 
advance of Christianity around the world but used secular, objective methods and 
descriptions to document it. Committed Christians, for example, did not like his self-
identification definition of “Christian.” Barrett’s life and work were evidence of his 
attempt to bridge this divide. He published articles in both evangelical missionary 
magazines and academic sociology journals. He was a graduate of the Church Missionary 
Society training college as well as Columbia University’s Ph.D. program in religion. He 
corresponded with members of the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization in 
addition to the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion (SSSR).  
It took time for Barrett to arrive at a comfortable middle ground that appealed to 
both sides, Christian mission and sociology. Working first from the standpoint of a 
mission researcher, he had to work toward objectivity to be taken seriously by 
professional sociologists. Allan Eister, professor of sociology at Wellesley College in 
Massachusetts and secretary of the SSSR, warned Barrett of this early in his career in 
1967. He was wary of Barrett’s use of social science as a tool for conversion or 
evangelization. He felt that legitimate uses of social science research could include its 
usefulness for missionary activity, but missionary activity should not be the guide of 
social science research. Otherwise, he argued, “social science is demoted to the status of 
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handmaiden to particular religious organizations or traditions,” a dubious position.144 He 
argued that using social science for “ulterior purposes” threatened Barrett’s professional 
integrity. Despite the struggle to maneuver between missionary and scholarly 
communities, Barrett did find a middle ground in re-defining Christianity in a post-
colonial world. 
 
Shifting Understandings of “World Christianity” 
The new, post-colonial picture of Christianity presented in the World Christian 
Encyclopedia was influenced by Barrett’s study of independent churches in Africa and 
his experience researching Christianity as a British missionary at the end of the colonial 
empire. Barrett described Christianity in the WCE through the dual lens of diversity and 
fragmentation. He found that Christianity had adapted into thousands of new cultures and 
languages that enabled its spread throughout the twentieth century. At the same time, the 
increased diversity of Christianity was often in the context of disunity, divisiveness, and 
schism. New theologies, ecclesiologies, and church movements that started in Africa 
shaped the WCE. Barrett used the phrase “world Christianity” copiously throughout the 
WCE.145 He literally traveled around the world and met with Christians of all kinds. In 
doing so, he saw that, despite diversity and fragmentation, Christians worldwide were 
                                                 
144 Allan W. Eister (All Souls College) to David Barrett, May 16, 1967, David B. Barrett Papers 
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united in self-identification in the church. Through empirical research, the WCE provided 
a contemporary, post-colonial description of world Christianity as Barrett understood it. 
 
“World Christianity” before the World Christian Encyclopedia 
“World Christianity” as a concept came about following World War II.146 
Ecumenists of the 1940s and 1950s urged for Christian unity in a world divided by 
warfare. One faith was needed to deal with the issues of the one world. “World 
Christianity” was the Euro-American hope of united, global Christian fellowship.147 
Henry Van Dusen (1897–1975) was president of Union Theological Seminary in New 
York from 1945 to 1963.148 He believed the church was “rediscovered” after World War 
II as “the one invulnerable, indestructible world community.”149 “World Christianity” 
                                                 
146 Dana L. Robert, “Historiographic Foundations from Latourette and Van Dusen to Andrew F. 
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consisted of churches, not individuals, united in a great corporate reality that could 
withstand global conflict. Protestant churches were united in voice and action and had 
survived the test of warfare.150 The church remained united by organic church 
unifications,151 the creation of national councils of churches and world Christian 
organizations,152 and various kinds of service such as to prisoners of war, refugees, and 
youth. The creation of the World Council of Churches in 1948 was “proof” of global 
Christian unity. Van Dusen predicted that all Protestant churches would soon be united in 
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a world church.153 Further, the record of the “Great Century” of Christian missions 
suggested that such unity was possible by the year 2000.154 Christian world mission was 
the precursor and progenitor to Christian unity.155 
R. Pierce Beaver (1906–1987) was a pastor with the Evangelical and Reformed 
Church and held a Ph.D. in history from Cornell University.156 He served as a missionary 
in China (1938–1942) and was a professor of missions at the University of Chicago 
Divinity School from 1955 to 1972. Beaver argued that Protestant missions were always 
united in “conquest of the whole world for Christ,” engaged in mutual recognition and 
preached a united message of salvation.157 After two world wars, Beaver saw that 
Christian mission was as an agent of colonialism and the missionary enterprise accused 
of exploitation, sectarianism, and threatening peace and public welfare.158 Thus, 
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missions, as a world enterprise, had to continue unity, but now in cooperation with 
younger churches.159 Beaver interpreted the ecumenical movement as a product of the 
unity of foreign missions.160 He stressed an urgency for spiritual unity in the church and 
world mission. He hoped the ecumenical movement would be the source of a new kind of 
missionary engagement in the world, where unity trumped sectarianism and peace 
preached alongside the gospel.161 
The hope of unity in world Christianity and missions faced severe challenges in 
the 1960s. European expansion was over and Western Christianity in decline.162 Van 
Dusen’s notion of “world Christianity” as “world church” faded. Western academics, 
mainline churches, and others around the world repudiated missions.163 Beaver’s vision 
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of united Protestant missions in the ecumenical movement went unfulfilled. The 
ecumenical movement largely disregarded missions in a rather short amount of time.164 
The ecumenical movement would not unify Protestant foreign mission, and there was no 
world church in sight. 
It was also in the 1960s that David Barrett traveled the world to uncover the de 
facto situation of Christianity on the ground. He, too, saw a lack of traditional, 
institutional unity in Christianity and mission. However, he revealed a new source of 
Christian unity—ironically, in secular, social scientific methodology. Despite its diversity 
and fragmentation, there was indeed a “world Christianity” to speak of, defined as self-
identification in the church illustrated through the careful listing of thousands of different 
Christian denominations and networks. Barrett’s research proved that a Van Dusen-type 
of “world Christianity” from prior decades was indeed outdated and unlikely to happen. 
From his location in Kenya—at the margins of a now-defunct Christendom—Barrett 
worked to uncover the content of world Christianity in the 1960s and 1970s. He did so 
through empirical methodology and undertook, in a sense, the most ecumenical of 
projects—bringing hundreds of Christians together from across the world as informants 
for the WCE. The WCE itself was a vision of post-colonial Christianity: Christians 
working together across denominational, cultural, and geographic boundaries. In the 
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WCE’s post-colonial Christianity, Catholicism, Orthodoxy, Protestantism, and 
Independent Christianity were equally valid representations of the faith.   
Barrett was not the only one to discover the diversity of world Christianity, 
especially from an African geographical perspective.165 However, not widely recognized 
until the 1990s was the fact that the margins of Christianity were becoming the center.166 
Lamin Sanneh (1942–) highlighted the critical role of translation in the growth of 
Christianity in Africa.167 Andrew Walls (1928–) noted the explosion of Christian 
adherence in Africa and its potential for shaping the future of world Christianity.168 
Kwame Bediako (1945–2008) helped realize African Christian identity and move African 
theology to a prominent place in world Christianity.169 Philip Jenkins’ wildly popular 
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book in 2002, The Next Christendom, introduced post-colonial Christianity to large 
audiences. The thesis of the book was that by the year 2050, only one in five Christians 
worldwide would be white, and Christianity’s center of gravity would be in the Southern 
Hemisphere.170 Jenkins became famous for his assertion that there were more Christians 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America than in Christianity’s historic home in Europe and 
North America. It is widely-known that Jenkins himself did not invent the concept of a 
shifting center of gravity of Christianity, but he did help popularize it.171 Barrett 
chronologically preceded the works of these scholars. He received credit for providing 
the statistical proof of a post-colonial, majority-global South Christianity. However, 
beyond the numbers, the WCE provided an intellectual framework within which to situate 
rapid changes of global religious adherence. 
 
“World Christianity” in the World Christian Encyclopedia 
Barrett’s description of world Christianity in the WCE was a combination of a 
new evangelical emphasis on people movements with older ecumenical ideas about 
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Christians working together across denominational lines—all influenced by his study of 
AICs. His understanding was a departure from the previously accepted view purported by 
the ecumenical movement. A theme of unity and cooperation was still apparent but 
alongside more prominent themes of diversity and fragmentation. That is, the ecumenical 
movement saw the Christian world coming together, but Barrett saw it torn apart. His 
study of independent churches in Africa was influential, where he encountered the 
development of indigenous Christianity but in the context of schism. He was compelled 
to document these movements and then locate similar ones around the world and 
conducted church fieldwork in 212 countries.  
In the World Christian Encyclopedia, Barrett reframed Christianity for a post-
colonial world. Amidst division, he emphasized indigenous agency across national 
boundaries. The diversity of Christianity illustrated the creativity of a global, Christian 
church, united by faith in Jesus Christ but fragmented over the details of that faith and 
prone to division. Division was the opposite of an older understanding of world 
Christianity, which promoted coming together in unity of faith, worship, and practice. 
The diversity of Christianity—due to its cultural adaptability—allowed it to survive in 
hostile conditions. A significant contributor to the diversity of world Christianity was its 
phenomenal and unexpected growth in sub-Saharan Africa.172 Barrett called 
fragmentation “obviously wrong, even disastrous.”173 Everyone should have the right to 
profess one’s religious choice, and Christians should respect this human right by 
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extending “religious toleration” to all expressions of faith in Christ, including 
“deviations.”174 Barrett found that fragmentation receded when Christians worked 
together across denominational lines on a common task. One such task was the 
compilation of the WCE itself, which took the efforts of thousands of people to make data 
available on their religious communities. Although they were fragmented, together they 
produced “a survey in which global Christianity emerges as a single whole, even as the 
Body of Christ.”175 
The people movement idea begun by Donald McGavran in the 1950s and 
expanded by Ralph Winter at the 1974 meeting of the Lausanne Committee on World 
Evangelization was heavily influential for Barrett’s understanding of world Christianity. 
A seismic shift occurred in the 1970s in Protestant evangelical missiological thinking, 
spurred by Ralph Winter and supported by data from McGavran, Barrett, and others. The 
shift came from a reconceptualization of the Great Commission of Jesus Christ as 
recorded in Matthew 28:18–20: “Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with 
you always, to the very end of the age” (NIV). The purpose of mission was to “make 
disciples of all nations,” but what was a “nation”? The translation of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη—
literally, “all the nations”—was historically understood in a geopolitical sense. Winter’s 
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lecture at Lausanne 1974, “The Highest Priority: Cross-Cultural Evangelism,” influenced 
a shift of missiological thinking away from a focus on countries and toward homogenous 
people groups. The world was home to tens of thousands of unique peoples—many of 
whom had no access to a Christian church or scripture—found in groupings that crossed 
geopolitical boundaries.176 Winter encouraged a new form of cross-cultural evangelism 
that nearly every major evangelical mission organization adopted.177 With its detailed 
data on the evangelization of ethnolinguistic people groups, the WCE became an 
important resource for the new evangelical emphasis in mission. 
During the production of the WCE, Barrett struggled to convince others of his 
new, emerging vision of world Christianity. Many of his colleagues remained entrenched 
in older ways of thinking. Ed Dayton, MARC, and World Vision International were only 
concerned with evangelical interests. François Houtart and his team in Louvain were 
preoccupied with Catholicism worldwide. The Church of the Province of Kenya was 
primarily interested in nationalistic matters in Kenya. Christians in African Independent 
Churches had little interest in learning about other kinds of Christian experiences outside 
their own. David Barrett was a pioneer, but it could be extremely difficult to work with 
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him.178 He was convinced of his thinking and sometimes found it difficult to interact with 
contrary views.179 He was cautious about working with others, and it took time to build 
trust to share information.180 Challenging many generations of research about the number 
of Christians worldwide was the straightforward part of Barrett’s job. It was meticulous, 
demanding, and scientific; it fit Barrett’s personality, training, and genius. Challenging 
many generations of attitudes about the fundamental interpretive framework of world 
Christianity was a much more difficult task.  
 
Why the World Christian Encyclopedia?  
Why and how did Barrett produce the world’s most exhaustive taxonomy of 
religious adherents and the most comprehensive quantitative assessment of world 
Christianity to date? Barrett wanted to change the world on multiple levels. As a 
missionary, he wanted everyone to hear and respond to the Christian gospel. As a 
scientist, he wanted to both study and inform the world on how it worked. Barrett’s life 
and work were a confluence of significant contexts that led to the World Christian 
Encyclopedia. Three factors were particularly important: (1) Barrett’s scientific training 
as an engineer; (2) his geographical location in Africa; and (3) his commitment to 
evangelism as a missionary. 
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Barrett’s scientific background as an engineer provided him the intellectual 
framework to undertake such an enormous task. He studied aeronautical engineering at 
Clare College, Cambridge and worked at the British Royal Airforce Establishment from 
1948–1952. He valued scientific inquiry through observation to understand and organize 
the world around him. During his first missionary assignment in Western Kenya, he 
struggled with not using his scientific training while living in a remote area with hardly 
any modern technology. In 1962, he enrolled at Union Theological Seminary in New 
York to study Luo religion. He immediately found that the program was a “tremendous 
stimulus” for him in that he had discovered, for the first time, a relationship between his 
previous life in scientific work and his desired missionary vocation, which Columbia 
University called “the social scientific empirical study of religion.” For many years, 
Barrett had tried to find some way of using his former experience in aircraft research for 
the benefit of missions in Africa. Barrett thought that the sociology of religion opened up 
very exciting possibilities in respect to the East Africa situation.181 He found that the 
methods used in the social scientific study of religion were similar to those he employed 
while doing aircraft research at the RAE: data gathering, analysis, developing hypotheses, 
and testing hypotheses.182 It was in New York that Barrett discovered how the seemingly 
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separate worlds of scientific research and Christian mission could be related.183 He called 
the combination of the two the “sociology of missions.”184 His education at Union 
Theological Seminary and Columbia University provided him elements of a theologically 
liberal religious studies framework within which to situate his theory and methodology 
for counting religious adherents, first in Africa.  
Barrett’s geographic location in Africa was key to his research. His first 
missionary tour (1957–1961) with the Church Missionary Society was with the Luo of 
Western Kenya, a tribe of one million people. When Barrett arrived in Kenya in 1957, the 
Anglican Church in Western Kenya was amid a serious church dissension that included 
suspension of priests and churches destroyed in open revolt against the British bishops.185 
Barrett immediately encountered African groups who left mission-established, Western 
churches to form African-centered forms of the faith. Barrett was advised by some 
supervisors to steer clear of the schismatic groups, but instead, he educated himself about 
the conflicts and sided with the African “heretics.” He made a post-colonial move and 
broke with traditional missionary practices to give more support to indigenous African 
Christianity. The conflict between white missionaries and black African nationalists was 
representative of his personal experience as Research Secretary of the Unit of Research 
of the Church of the Province of Kenya, as a white missionary investigating world 
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Christianity under an African bishop. He saw the impact independence movements had 
on local Christian cooperation and unity. His experience of indigenous Christian 
movements in Africa informed his understanding of world Christianity. The core 
concepts undergirding his representation of Christianity in the WCE were diversity and 
fragmentation, just like the Christian situation in Africa. Barrett’s context in Africa 
further influenced the production of the WCE in that he lived among the rapid increase of 
Christianity in Africa when secular, Western sociologists claimed religion was on a 
global decline. Presumably, Barrett would not have produced the WCE had he stayed in 
the UK or the US.  
The final key impetus for Barrett’s comprehensive study was his commitment to 
worldwide evangelization as a British Anglican missionary. While documenting Christian 
expansion in Africa, he could not help but think about the advance of Christianity in other 
parts of the world, especially other indigenous Christian movements. His social location 
as a British passport-holder at the end of the colonial empire enabled him to travel to 212 
countries to document changes in Christianity all over the world. In Africa, Barrett 
encountered the development of indigenous world Christianity, was compelled to 
document it, and then locate similar movements around the world. He also noted where 
Christian movements were not present or negligible. He documented Christianity in every 
country, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant. His motivation for mission 
introduced him to the rest of the world, while most academics in the Western world had 
little interest in religion outside of their countries. 
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These factors came together in the production of the World Christian 
Encyclopedia. His secular graduate education moved him to widen the audience of the 
World Christian Handbook beyond missionaries to include the academy—hence the 
change from the handbook, which was popular, to the encyclopedia, which was scholarly. 
While his efforts were Herculean, they were not without fault. It could be difficult for 
Barrett to work in team settings. He was rigid with his high standards for excellence and 
unbending in his methods. He interpreted changes in the world’s religious makeup 
through a Christian lens.  
This dissertation historically placed the World Christian Encyclopedia in its 
theological, geographic, political, and social contexts. It provided a chronological account 
of Barrett’s efforts to bring this book into existence and analyzed its content and impact 
on contemporary interpretations of the world Christian movement. Quantification was 
always a part of the missionary enterprise, and missionaries contributed to “secular” 
knowledge in their efforts to understand people and cultures worldwide. Barrett was part 
of the long historical tradition of missionaries who produced data on religion. He was the 
first person to quantify the entire religious and non-religious world and to equally 
represent all of world Christianity in one book. The World Christian Encyclopedia 
indicated that an era of post-colonial world Christianity had come, and its center of 
gravity had moved from white Europe to black Africa.  
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APPENDIX 
BRIEF BIOGRAPHICAL TIMELINE OF DAVID B. BARRETT 
1927: David B. Barrett born August 30 in Llandudno, Northern Wales, United 
Kingdom 
1931–1937: Keble House School, London 
1937–1945: Berkhamsted School, Berkhamsted, England 
1945–1948: University of Cambridge, Clare College (Mechanical Sciences 
Tripos), B.A. in Aeronautics 
1945–1954: Pilot, Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve, rank Flying Officer 
1948–1952: Scientific Officer (Aerodynamicist), British Scientific Civil Service, 
Britain’s Royal Aircraft Establishment, Farnborough, United Kingdom 
1952: University of Cambridge, MA in Mechanical Sciences 
1952–1954: Ridley Hall, University of Cambridge, Bachelor of Divinity  
1954: Ordained deacon in the Church of England, Anglican Province of York 
1955: Ordained priest in the Church of England, Anglican Province of York  
1956–1957: Attended Church Missionary Society Missionary Training College, 
Chislehurst, United Kingdom 
1957–1961: First missionary tour in Kisii, Kenya, with the Church Missionary 
Society  
1962–1965: Union Theological Seminary and Columbia University, S.T.M and 
Ph.D. in Religion 
1965: “The Evangelization of West Africa Today: A Survey Across 21 Nations 
and 150 Tribes,” published for the World Council of Churches and All Africa Council of 
Churches 
1965–1985: Research Secretary, Unit of Research, Church of the Province of 
Kenya 
1968–1969: Sabbatical in New York, Visiting Professor of Religion and African 
Studies at Columbia University 
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1968: Schism and Renewal in Africa published by Oxford University Press 
1968: Kenneth Grubb passed the World Christian Handbook to Barrett 
1970–1987: Research Secretary of the Anglican Consultative Council  
1970: International Review of Mission article projected 350 million Christians in 
Africa by the year 2000 
1972: Married Pam (Stubley) Barrett 
1973: Kenya Churches Handbook published by Evangel Publishing House 
1973: Membership, Manpower and Money in the Anglican Communion: A Survey 
of 28 Churches and 260 Dioceses published by the Anglican Consultative Council 
1975: Claire Elizabeth Barrett born 
1977: Luke John Paul Barrett born 
1979: Timothy David Barrett born 
1982: World Christian Encyclopedia published by Oxford University Press 
1985: Left Nairobi, Kenya, for Richmond, Virginia  
1985–1993: Research Consultant, Foreign Mission Board, Southern Baptist 
Convention 
2001: World Christian Encyclopedia, 2nd edition, published by Oxford 
University Press 
2011: David B. Barrett died in Richmond, Virginia, United States  
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